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the business day. What is similar to all the spaces is that even if they are located on private property, the property owners cannot 
control the use or the users of the spaces except for within the City-specified rules of conduct and opening hours. Another shared 
aspect is that all the spaces will need to follow the design and maintenance guidelines valid at the time the host buildings received 
their building permits up until the buildings are demolished or a renovation permit is applied for. 
 
As these kinds of privately owned but publicly accessible indoor and outdoor spaces constitute a remarkable share of the public 
space available in New York City, it is worth studying their spatial quality from the points of view of the possible user groups. Can 
they be understood as good quality urban public space according to current standards? If not, how could they be developed 
further? How do they improve the walkability of the city? Are they really open to all? These questions are discussed in regards to 
the current urban policies of the City of New York, as well as the theses of acknowledged urbanists such as William H. Whyte, Jan 
Gehl and Jeff Speck. In addition to the existing research, the spatial qualities are also evaluated on the basis of some recent 
newspaper articles on Sixth-and-Half Avenue, and on-site observation. Parts of the thesis have actually been written within the 
actual privately owned public spaces discussed while observing other users. 
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1. Introduction 
 
What is the first thing that comes to mind when hearing the word Manhattan? 
Skyscrapers? Central Park? Times Square? Or something else? Towers, open space and 
huge crowds - both tourists and locals, are all emblematic to the New York City borough. 
So is constant change, or better yet, constant redevelopment. In recent years, one of the 
main areas that the City-administered improvements in Manhattan, and in all of New York 
City, have concentrated on has been the public realm, more specifically the pedestrians 
and the bicyclists’ experience of public space and the quality of the public realm as the 
main factors affecting the quality of life. The City administration has in the 21st century 
introduced several initiatives in order to green the City, to prepare it to welcome almost a 
million new residents, to improve its resilience, and to improve the residents’ quality of life 
for example by creating more open space. Of the already existing open and public space 
in New York City, a vast amount is actually either privately governed and maintained or 
privately owned, mostly as a result of a system of trade-offs between the City and private 
developers and business owners. 
 
This study will concentrate on the privately owned public space, commonly known as 
POPS, developed all over the City since 1961. It will try to answer the questions of how the 
privately owned public space came to be, its role in the cityscape, whether it can really be 
considered public, and whether it is of good quality, not forgetting its link to skyscrapers. 
Without skyscrapers and the endless pursuit for heights, POPS in its current form would 
not even exist. Born out of a trade of floor area bonuses for space accessible to the 
general public within private property between the City administration and building 
developers, POPS are truly a product of a metropolis. They are New York City’s attempt at 
using zoning laws to secure light, air and openness at street level in areas where there is 
pressure towards extremely high-density construction.  
 
The phenomenon is discussed both in general and through examples. As examples I have 
selected ten spaces located in Midtown Manhattan, within a one-block-wide and six-block-
long stretch of land west of Sixth Avenue and north of West 51st Street. The selected 
spaces form a network of midblock pedestrian shortcuts through the ground floors and 
building lots of several residential and commercial skyscrapers typical of the district. Some 
of the spaces have existed since the late 1960’s, some have opened as late as the 1990’s. 
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In summer 2012 the City painted crosswalks in between six of these spaces - those that 
are directly across the street from each other – named the route the Sixth-and-a-Half 
Avenue, and installed street signs. Today, this pedestrian passageway can even be found 
on Google Maps. 
 
It seems that in the last couple of years public realm has become a popular topic in the 
fields of urban studies, town planning and architecture. Good quality public space, together 
with walkability, is seen as an important factor in improving the quality of life in an urban 
context and also an essential factor in helping cities thrive. During the time I have been 
working on my own text, more and more publications and articles have come out, more 
public space policies have been created and old ones refined, more activist groups and 
blogs focusing on the matter born, and more academic symposiums held. Luckily also 
more spaces have been either renovated and upgraded or designed anew and opened to 
the public.  
 
1.1. Context 
 
Manhattan today is an urban environment defined by its skyscrapers, the first of which 
were built already in the late 19th century. According to the United States Census Bureau it 
is also an island of a little less than 60 square kilometers of land area, of more than 1.6 
million inhabitants, of little more than 300,000 firms, and of almost two million employees.1 
The annual amount of visitors is close to 53 million people.2 Of the overall area 49 percent 
is open space when streets are included in the calculation3. 
 
The basis for New York City as we know it today was set in 1811 when the master plan for 
Manhattan including a street grid up to 155th Street was drawn up and the real estate 
market born4. The reach for heights and the competition for the title of the tallest building in 
town then started as soon as construction technologies, statics and elevators had 
developed far enough towards the end of the century, and as soon as the church steeple 
had lost its place in people’s minds as the most important tower defining a city.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Information from United States Census Bureau website http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/36/36061.html 
(website accessed on March 26, 2014). 
2 information from NYC The Official Guide statistics page http://www.nycgo.com/articles/nyc-statistics-page 
(website accessed on March 26, 2014). 
3 of which amount the actual streets take up 36% (Scruggs, 2015). 
4 Kimmelman 2012. 	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The popular styles, as well as the planning ideals promoted by the City officials have of 
course varied over the course of the decades. Mass transit in the mid 19th century and cars 
in the 1920’s have also had a tremendous effect on city planning5. Since the first Zoning 
Resolution was inaugurated in 1916, New York City’s zoning laws have been aimed at 
securing air, light and open space on street level to balance the height and the volume of 
the skyscrapers. Tall, slender towers taking up only a part of their lot area fit this ideal, as 
did the ziggurat-shaped ones. Bulky boxes and structures consisting of several slabs 
covering all of their lot area less so. Instead, those invited the urban life to move inside the 
buildings. The modernist skyscrapers designed according to the “tower-in-the-park” 
ideology again opened up the public space around them, but in a way perverted the urban 
structure by obliterating the street wall. In New York City though, the evolution of urban 
structure has not followed exactly the same route as in many other American cities. Even 
when cars almost took over the cities and the field of city planning, too, and the urban 
sprawl moved those inhabitants who had the possibility to choose from downtowns to 
suburbia, New York City did not build an extensive network or sky bridges or underground 
concourses between its office and commercial towers. Both pedestrians and cars 
remained on street level and public space remained somewhat public.6 What has had a 
more visible effect on Manhattan in the past century is the removal of manufacturing 
locations first from Midtown, especially Fifth Avenue, towards the waterfront with the help 
of the 1916 Resolution and then later away from the island almost altogether. 
 
What is symbolic of Manhattan, in addition to skyscrapers, is Central Park, an over 300-
hectare park designed in the 1850’s by Frederick Law Olmstead Sr. and Calvert Vaux, and 
following the designers’ egalitarian ideals, built for the enjoyment of all of the city’s social 
classes. There are plenty of other parks and open spaces in the City, as well, hidden 
within the street grid or formed by the irregularities caused by Manhattan’s only diagonal 
boulevard, Broadway. Some of the space is privately owned, some City-owned, some are 
state parks, some federal, yet some of the space is owned by the City but rented to and 
maintained and governed by business improvement district or local development 
corporations. All have different opening hours and rules of conduct. State parks usually 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Sies & Silver, 1996, 450. 
6 The so called public space within the skybridges and concourses cannot exactly be considered public as it 
usually consists of links built between different retail facilities, is only accessible when those retail facilities are 
open to business and is controlled by them. 
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close at dusk while city parks stay open later, and privately owned public plazas are 
prohibited from closing even for the night. Even the required nighttime lighting level has 
been specified. In city parks smoking is forbidden, in state parks it is not. The proprietor of 
a privately owned public space cannot prohibit consumption of food or non-alcoholic drinks 
in the area. This mandated 24/7 access was actually one the reasons that the Occupy 
Wall Street movement was able set up its camp in Zuccotti Park, a large privately owned 
public space in the Financial District in southern Manhattan, in fall 2011. For as long as the 
City-approved rules of conduct were not broken, or the set opening hours revised, the 
property owner could not evict the protesters from the plaza.7 The conversation that has 
followed has been an important accelerator to the ongoing interest in public space in New 
York, and has also led to discussions about the need to modify the regulations for outdoor 
POPS. 
 
The City of New York has actually been working on streamlining the rules and regulations 
related to open space for the benefit of its users for about a decade now, and has also 
concentrated on improvements on the public realm. As part of PlaNYC, a comprehensive 
program aiming to make the City greener and more resilient, inaugurated in 2007 by the 
then City administration8, New York has set out to plant a million new trees around town, 
paint bike lanes next to vehicle lanes, improve the public transit network and create more 
accessible open space in order to by 2030 be a resilient home to nine million residents and 
have all of them live within a 10-minute walk from a park. Like before, when the Parisian 
arcades were praised in the United States, the urban planners’ models for a lively public 
realm and an active cycling culture still today seem to come from Europe, from such cities 
as Paris, London, Rome, Copenhagen, Amsterdam, Venice, and so on, but also from 
South America with Curitiba in Brazil and Bogotá in Colombia leading the way.  As the 
following pages will show, the advocates of public space and the critics of the City’s efforts 
and achievements seem to refer to the exact same examples in their commentary. The 
critics just do not consider their level as having been reached in New York. 
 
My own interest in the subject is based on a couple of different factors: I call New York City 
my second hometown; endless walks within its urban structure are my favorite pastime. I 
have also for a longer time now been interested in public space that is not really public but 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Pedersen, 2011.  
8 The program has been modified, added to and renamed by the current City administration and is today called 
One New York: The Plan for a Strong and Just City, or in short OneNYC. 
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semi-public, regulated by someone’s individual interests, as well as its design and the 
groups of people using the space. While doing research for this thesis I have noticed my 
emphasis shifting from specific user groups and their possibilities to benefit from this kind 
of non-public public space towards the general evolution of city planning ideals in regards 
to public space and the conceptions of quality. More specifically, what interests me are the 
tools that cities have for enforcing those ideals, as well as their ability to produce actual 
good quality public realm when dealing with private land ownership. As a result, my thesis 
will be talking about the privately owned public spaces forming the network of pedestrian 
passageways called Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue from the points of view of zoning and of 
pedestrian friendliness, commenting on both the successes and the failures. 
 
1.2. Privately owned public space 
 
A privately owned public space (POPS) is an indoor or outdoor space on private property 
that is supposed to be freely accessible and usable to everyone. It is also a phenomenon 
becoming more and more common in North America. In the context of New York City, 
POPS are spaces created as results of the zoning-required public access and use, built 
after the launch of the 1961 Zoning Resolution. Like the spaces that functioned as models 
for the zoning text and its amendments, POPS can also be created solely on the property 
owners’ decision. Examples of the latter kind include such Midtown Manhattan open 
spaces as the plaza in front of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building on Park 
Avenue and Paley Park, a smallish pocket park on East 53rd Street. The main difference 
between the spaces built as results of the bonus system of the Zoning Resolution and the 
spaces provided voluntarily is the existence, or lack, of standards for design and operation 
set by the City. The bonused spaces are required to stay open at certain times, be lit to a 
certain level, and be visibly marked as being open to public. They are often required to 
include certain amenities such as seating, trashcans and trees. These requirements, valid 
at the time the building received its permit, and the responsibility to maintain the spaces, 
will stay in effect for as long as the host building stands, in spite of possible changes in 
ownership.  
 
Some of these spaces on some specific building lots have been mandated by the City in 
order to create shortcuts through the longer city blocks of Manhattan, but most have been 
willingly provided by developers in exchange for floor area bonuses. The bonus received 
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can have been between three and 10 square meters of extra floor area per one square 
meter of public space built, thus adding remarkably to the overall height and bulk of a 
skyscraper. The zoning bonus system has been used simultaneously with other zoning 
tools such as the zoning district specific height and use limits and building function specific 
floor area ratio (FAR) limits, and air-right-transfers.  
 
There are more than 500 of these zoning-defined privately owned public spaces in New 
York City, at more than 300 locations, in conjunction with both residential and office or 
commercial towers. The spaces, all listed in an electronic database since 2000, are 
different kinds of plazas and arcades, through-block gallerias, through-block connections, 
covered pedestrian spaces, sidewalk widenings, open air concourses or other case-
specific space types.9 Most of them are located in Manhattan, either in the Financial 
District or in Midtown.10 Outside Manhattan there is only one POPS in Long Island City, 
Queens, and a few more in Downtown Brooklyn.11 Most of the spaces are plazas with only 
20 categorized as through-block arcades, connections or gallerias.12 The system has so 
far created over 300,000 square meters of POPS, and almost 1.5 million square meters of 
bonus floor area (total granted bonuses reach more than 1.8 million square meters, but not 
all the area has been built).13 More recently, with the change of the mayor and the whole 
City administration, New York City seems to have started favoring other kinds of zoning 
bonuses. Extra square meters have been added to new developments in exchange for for 
example a certain percentage of rent-stabilized or low income apartments in the building, 
amenities such as ground floor grocery stores, and energy efficiency. 
 
1.3. Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue 
 
The so-called Sixth-and-a-half Avenue is a new six-block-long pedestrian arcade in 
Midtown Manhattan, New York running from West 51st Street to West 57th Street in the 
middle of the long block between Sixth and Seventh Avenues. This mid-block shortcut 
consists of six separate, but aligned, indoor and outdoor spaces built in the 1980’s and 
1990’s. The City of New York linked these spaces with pedestrian crossings in summer 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Privately Owned Public Space database http://apops.mas.org/ (accessed on December 1, 2013). 
10 Privately Owned Public Space database http://apops.mas.org/ (accessed on December 1, 2013). 
11 Privately Owned Public Space database http://apops.mas.org/ (accessed on December 1, 2013). 
12 Kayden, 2000, 44. 
13 The history section of the Privately Owned Public Space database http://apops.mas.org/about/history/ 
(accessed on March 31, 2014). 
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2012. Some of the spaces have been mandated by the City for their specific lots, some 
have been created voluntarily as results of the floor area bonus system included in New 
York City’s Zoning Resolution from year 1961. The bonus system, or incentive zoning as it 
is officially called, has offered developers the possibility to add square meters to their 
construction projects exceeding the Floor Area Ratio14 defined for the zoning district and 
building type in question in exchange for space provided for public amenities on the lot.  
 
In addition to the six recently linked spaces, the route includes four variants; one each 
between West 54th and West 55th Streets and West 55th and 56th Streets, and two between 
West 56th and West 57th Streets. The first one of these spaces was completed in 1969 and 
the most recent one in 1990. The main passageway consists of three through-block 
gallerias, two indoor through-block connections, one outdoor through-block connection, 
and an urban plaza. The variants include one plaza, two indoor through-block connections, 
and one through-block arcade. The six city blocks on which the passageways fall, belong 
to the Special Midtown Zoning District inaugurated in 1982. The street blocks are also part 
of the Special Theater District, an earlier creation than the Special Midtown District but 
covering mostly the same area. The intention with these special districts was to offer floor 
area bonuses for developers willing to fund the rehabilitation of an existing theater as part 
of their project. One of the realized rehabilitation projects, the City Center Theatre, is 
linked to one of the spaces forming the official Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue.15 
 
Central Midtown is one of the two areas in Manhattan with extreme density and with the 
most skyscrapers. The skyscrapers defining the area are mostly occupied by hotels and 
corporations, standing side by side in one of New York City’s busiest commercial districts. 
At the start and at the end of the business day, as well as during lunch hour, it is bustling 
with office workers. At other times, the streets are crowded by tourists, people going for 
dinner at the many restaurants in the area, and people heading to or coming from a 
concert at Carnegie Hall or a play at one of the numerous theaters in the area. In addition 
to the varying crowds of well-to-do people, there are also the homeless people constantly 
present in the area, napping on the provided benches and taking cover from the elements.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Floor Area Ratio tells the number of floors that is allowed to be built on a lot when a building takes up 100 
percent of the lot area. This base number depends on the zoning district within which the lot is located. 
15 Information based on the wall texts of the exhibition Times Square, 1984 at The Skyscarper Museum in New 
York City, visited on January 14, 2015. 
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The Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue is the longest of the existing pedestrian shortcuts consisting 
of aligned privately owned public spaces in Manhattan. There is one four-block-long route 
south of Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue near Times Square (from West 44th to West 48th Street, 
west of 6th Avenue) and four other two-block-long ones in East Midtown and near Times 
Square where the through-block passageways have been mandated.16 The idea behind 
the through-block shortcuts has been to ease pedestrian circulation; to lessen congestion 
on sidewalks, as well as to cut the lengthy distances from avenue to avenue in half.  
 
The locals have known about the passageways since the spaces were built, and the route 
has also gotten mentioned in architectural guidebooks even before its status was 
formalized. The guidebooks mostly talk about the route’s function instead of the 
architecture of the host buildings. This is in spite of the fact that some of the host 
skyscrapers have been designed by world famous architects and architectural offices such 
as Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, Rafael Viñoly, Helmut Jahn, and Cesar Pelli. The decision 
by the City to formalize the route, to name it, and to make it safer to use with crosswalks, 
has met with both praise and criticism. Criticism for the waste of money on the crosswalk 
markings, for slowing down motor vehicles mid-block and for attracting too many people in 
the spaces. Praise for enhancing the public spaces and their role in the city in general. 
 
1.4 Structure, research question, methods and research material 
 
Like already mentioned, my study will concentrate on privately owned public space in 
Manhattan using the ten spaces located within a six-block area framed by Sixth Avenue, 
West 57th Street, Seventh Avenue and West 51st Street as examples. The questions I am 
trying to answer are; whether public space when privately owned really can be considered 
public, who the space is aimed for and who are the actual users, if incentive zoning can 
produce good quality open space, and who does the zoning bonus system benefit. The 
reasons to why I have selected just these 10 privately owned public spaces for my thesis 
out of the more than 500 options available are that they form a coherent entity, that there 
are different spatial categories present in the selection, that there is variety in the level of 
upkeep of the spaces by the building owners, and that the City has taken an active 
approach towards those specific spaces that belong to the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, which 
has resulted in plenty of media visibility. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Kayden, 2000, 150. 
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Chapter two of this paper talks about the history of skyscrapers and city planning, and of 
zoning in New York City, with emphasis on public space. Chapter three will concentrate on 
the floor area bonus system that has produced the privately owned public spaces 
discussed here, and the various types of POPS defined in the 1961 Zoning Resolution and 
its amendments, present on the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and its variants. Chapter four 
describes both the formalization process of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and the ten 
selected spaces. It also briefly talks about how the pedestrian route could continue further 
north and south. Chapter five talks about the current ideals in creating good quality public 
space, the City’s planning policies, and about how the selected spaces reflect those. 
Chapter six will be an attempt at drawing conclusions on the subject: is privately owned 
public space really public? Who is it for? What is its role in the cityscape? Who benefits 
from incentive zoning? Can good quality public space be created with the help of 
bonuses? And how could the existing POPS be made livelier? 
 
The research methods used in this study are on-site observation and analysis of the 
existing research, combined with the analysis of the current zoning legislation. In what 
comes to the ten privately owned public spaces described in detail in chapter four, the 
information gathered during site visits between May 2013 and January 2016 has been 
combined with the analysis of the data found in existing research material and opinions 
and comments read in recent newspaper articles and blog postings. Observation has been 
the main research method also for two seminal figures in regards to studying and 
designing public space, William H. Whyte (American urbanist, 1917-1999) and Jan Gehl 
(Danish architect and urban planner, b. 1936), in both their independent work and the 
studies commissioned by the City of New York in the 1970’s and in 2007 respectively. I will 
be referring to their findings in chapters two and five. Additionally, I will be making some 
observation-based comparisons between the New York POPS and the existing 19th 
century covered passageways in Paris that I have visited during the writing process. 
 
My notes on zoning legislation rely heavily on the publication Privately Owned Public 
Space: The New York City Experience commissioned by the City of New York and the 
Municipal Art Society and edited by Jerold S. Kayden, the accompanying online database, 
and the website of the City Planning Department of the City of New York. The notes on the 
history of skyscrapers in this same chapter rely on the publication The Skyscraper by Paul 
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Goldberger. Other researchers of urban environment and public space whose theories and 
observations have benefited my work include Jane Jacobs (American-Canadian journalist, 
1916-2006), Jeff Speck (American urban planner, b. around 1965), and Kristine F. Miller 
(American professor of landscape architecture, year of birth not known). Their views will be 
discussed in chapter five along with the City policies and programs and the manifestos 
published by the American Institute of Architects New York Chapter. In order not to over-
expand the subject, I have decided to concentrate mainly on New York specific 
publications, articles, websites and blogs as my research material. 
 
The publication Privately Owned Public Space: The New York City Experience by Jerold 
S. Kayden, The New York City Department of City Planning, and The Municipal Art Society 
of New York has been my main source for all zoning related information dating from before 
year 2000. The book project has also brought forth a database on the New York City 
Privately Owned Public Space, the first comprehensive and centralized record that lists all 
of New York City’s privately owned public spaces and specifies the legal requirements 
governing them. The database collects the zoning related information from the archives of 
the Department of Buildings, the City Planning Commission, the Department of City 
Planning, the Board of Standards and Appeals, the City Council, the former Board of 
Estimate, the Borough Office of the City Register of the City of New York, and the 
Comptroller of the City of New York.17 The record is aimed for the public, planning 
professionals, city agencies, private organizations, as well as scholars interested in 
privately owned public space. The project was continued one step further in fall 2012 when 
Advocates for Privately Owned Public Space at the Municipal Art Society of New York 
published a new website http://apops.mas.org/ containing the collected data in a 
popularized format. The website has also greatly benefited my writing as has another site 
by the Municipal Art Society, Accidental Skyline, that collects information about 
developable land in New York City in a map format. A third important Internet site in 
regards to this study has been Emporis, an international database on high-rise buildings.  
 
To make the numeric data more understandable for a Finnish reader, the original 
measurement in feet and square feet have been converted to the metric system. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Depending on space category the POPS have received their building permits through different routes from 
different agencies. The agencies have previously not had proper access to information available at other 
agencies, which has hindered the formation of a general view of what is being built where and what lies next to 
it. 
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2. Skyscrapers and the need for zoning laws 
 
Skyscrapers are an essentially American building form and highly intriguing to American 
architects. Even if the origins of the building type can be traced to Chicago – the first 
skyscrapers were built in Chicago and designed by local Chicago architects, New York 
City is essentially the American skyscraper city and Manhattan the borough where most of 
them stand. Today, skyscrapers can be seen all over the island, but the two largest tower 
concentrations still are the Financial District in Lower Manhattan – the original city center, 
and Midtown – the late 20th century “corporate headquarters district”.18 
 
The role of skyscrapers in transforming the American urban environment is only paralleled 
by the automobile. According to architectural critic Paul Goldberger, New York City has 
been defined by the skyscrapers ruling the skyline since year 1900. There have been both 
proponents and opponents of skyscrapers since the late 19th century. The towers are loved 
as symbols of their representative cities and hated as stealers of light. The opponents 
were also afraid of the congestion the skyscrapers and the masses of people working in 
them would bring about. Early enthusiasts, on the other hand, saw them as conquering the 
inconveniences and the congestion of the city, and replacing those with grandeur, great 
views, clean streets and efficient communication. They also saw the opposition of the 
skyscrapers as being opposition of capitalism, economic growth and individualism, and 
thus un-American.19 Two Chicago architects and early developers of the skyscraper style, 
John Wellborn Root and Louis Sullivan propagated already in the 1880’s that the 
skyscrapers should “express the nature of their construction, the idea of height, and the 
spirit of a new industrial society”, and the design should reflect American impulses.20  
 
Skyscrapers, originally little more than 10 floors in height21, began rising even on the tiniest 
empty lots in the city centers22 after the improvements on the passenger elevator and 
lighter-weight steel frames as a structural solution for buildings had made tower 
construction a lot easier. The fact that Manhattan had become the financial center of the 
whole country created need for more office space, while the influx of new immigrants 
caused shortage in housing. At the turn of the 20th century every new building in lower 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Goldberger, 1981, 3-5. 
19 Goldberger, 1981, 3, 8 and 13. 
20 Goldberger, 1981, 21. 
21 Ten floors was considered the upper height limit of an elevatorless building. 
22 today’s Lower Manhattan. 
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Manhattan aimed to be the tallest one. The 94-meter-tall Pulitzer Building completed in 
1892 was the first secular tower to surpass church steeples in height. In 1898 the tallest 
was the Park Row Building (at approximately 117.5 meters), in 1904 the Times Tower (at 
110 meters), in 1908 the Singer Building (at 186.5 meters), in 1909 the Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Building (at approximately 213 meters), and in 1913 the Woolworth Building (at 
approximately 241.5 meters). Finally in 1915 the massive new Equitable Life Assurance 
Building (at 39 stories and approximately 165 meters tall) that replaced the original 
building destroyed in a fire, was completed. This second Equitable Life building might not 
have been nearly the tallest but was in any case the biggest (at about 111,500 square 
meters of rentable floor area).23  
 
The building owners justified building tall for example with the advertising value of having 
an office or an apartment in the tallest tower in the city, but also with giving as much 
natural light as possible to the interior spaces. The two popular building types were a 
slender tower rising out of a larger base (e.g. the Woolworth Building), and a bulky, boxy 
tower with no step-backs from the lot line built into the volume (e.g. the Equitable Life 
Assurance Building).  
 
Already before the turn of the century the opponents of skyscrapers were worried about 
the impact the tall buildings had on the amount of light and air closer to the ground, the 
safety issues caused by the sheer amount of people they could house and the resulting 
congestion, as well as the excessive amounts of new spaces brought available on rental 
market. On Fifth Avenue24the biggest concern was the emergence of garment factories in 
an existing retail district: retailers (represented by the newly formed Fifth Avenue 
Association) did not want interaction between their customers and the factory workers, 
they did not want to have to bump into the workers during lunch hour themselves, nor did 
they want to witness the added truck traffic. 25  There were cries for restrictions for 
separating residential, commercial and manufacturing uses into different districts. 
 
The 47-story-tall Beaux-Arts inspired Singer Building at 149 Broadway, constructed by the 
sewing machine company and designed by Ernest Flagg was the first of the skyscrapers 
typical of the 20th century, and as such got the honor to awaken the opposition. It was 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Goldberger, 1981, 4-13 (original measurements in feet and square feet). 
24 Fifth Avenue above Union Square was the Uptown Manhattan of the day. 
25 Kayden, 2000, 7. 
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remarkably higher than the ones that had come before it, remarkably taller than the church 
steeples nearby, and visible from all over town like churches alone had been before. It was 
also the first tower to differ stylistically from the surrounding five to eight-story-tall 
buildings, to have its own specific skyscraper aesthetics emphasizing height instead of just 
being a scaled up bulky version of a smaller building, made possible by technological 
innovations.26 Even more significant though, than the slender Singer was to the stylistic 
development of skyscrapers, was one of its bulkier gothic near neighbors built 
simultaneously at 165 Broadway. The change was so rapid at the time that this building 
got mocked for being only 34 stories tall.  
 
In addition to growing taller, the new structures were also becoming bulkier, taking up 
larger lots, and housing not just offices, but also stores and restaurants. Lobbies grew in 
size in accordance with the overall building mass. Goldberger states that they became 
gathering places in themselves, already in the first decade of the 20th century, even before 
the first zoning resolution had been written. The second Equitable Life Assurance Building 
for example included stores - even hardware stores - bars and restaurants within the 
structure.27  
 
A Committee on City Planning was finally established in February 1913 to “consider 
aspects of building controls” and in 1914 the state amended the City’s charter and 
provided it with power to zone. On July 25th, 1916 the Board of Estimate and 
Apportionment approved New York City’s first zoning resolution. It would hold until 1961.  
 
Since the inauguration of the 1916 Resolution, New York City has relied on zoning as its 
primary vehicle in creating a sense of openness on street level while taller and taller 
buildings have risen up from the ground. The 1916 Zoning Resolution was the first of its 
kind in the US; it was actually the first comprehensive zoning ordinance in the country. 
According to Professor of Urban Planning Jerold S. Kayden one of its main functions was 
“regulating and limiting the height and bulk of buildings hereafter erected, and regulating 
and determining the area of yards, courts and other open spaces”.28 It was preceded only 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Goldberger, 1981, 4-5 (The Singer Building was demolished in 1968.). 
27 Goldberger 1981, 7-8. 
28 Kayden, 2000, 7 (Kayden is referring to City of New York, Board of Estimate and Apportionment, Building 
Zone Resolution, July 25, 1916, reproduced in George B. Ford, New York City Building Zone Resolution (New 
York: New York Title and Mortgage Company, 1917): 3). 
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by the Tenement House Act of 1901 placing restrictions on the height of residential 
buildings in the City.29 
 
2.1. The 1916 Zoning Resolution 
 
The State of New York already enacted a set of height restrictions on residential buildings 
in 1901 30 , and the process leading to the enactment of the country’s first Zoning 
Resolution in New York City started in 1908 with the revision of the New York City Building 
code and the setting up of a special committee to concentrate on the issue of tall buildings. 
Ernest Flagg, the designer of the Singer Building, was one of the strong advocates to limits 
in building height. He suggested that tall buildings should either be limited to the height of 
30 meters or if taller, to only cover up to three quarters of their building lot in order to 
guarantee adequate light and open space on street level. In addition, he suggested that 
height limits could be waived altogether if towers only used one quarter or less of their lot 
area and if neighboring properties could sell their air rights to each other. At the time, his 
proposals did not get much positive feedback either within the City administration or from 
the side of real estate developers.31 The discussion in any case spread to professional 
forums finding some support amongst architects. It was also soon realized that in order to 
preserve the value of land, the rental and property value of existing buildings, and some 
uniformity in the street face on specific areas, as well as in order to tackle congestion in 
the city center, regulationary actions were needed. In addition to prohibition and 
inspections on working conditions, cash bonuses were also used as means to get 
manufacturing locations and factories to relocate away from Fifth Avenue and to the 
waterfront areas or outside Manhattan. 32 
 
In 1913 the pro-regulation opinions led the Board of Estimate and Apportionment in New 
York City to appoint a committee to investigate, and report upon the necessity for 
controlling height, size and arrangements of buildings and for distributing their uses 
throughout the entire city. The committee’s report found conclusive evidence supporting 
the need to regulate building development in order to secure real estate and business 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 New York City Department of City Planning, City Planning History, NYC Zoning History 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/zone/zonehis.shtml (website accessed April 2, 2014). 
30 New York City Department of City Planning, City Planning History, NYC Zoning History 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/zone/zonehis.shtml (website accessed Dec 27, 2015). 
31 Goldberger, 1981, 10. 
32 Boyer, 1994, 91 and 93. 
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interests, and the health, safety and general welfare of the City. The report also 
recommended the Board of Estimate to be given the authority to set these regulations - 
division into land use zones and control over height and use within those zones - via a 
charter amendment. The amendment was enacted in 1914 and by 1916 the zone plan for 
the city with five height districts, with special attention to the skyline and to light reaching 
the streets, and a separate set of rules for Fifth Avenue was in use.33  
 
Tall, big and bulky were the goals of most developers at the time when the first zoning 
resolution was introduced. Every property owner was trying to get the most money out of 
their lots. The need for a resolution was reasoned with the need to regulate height, size 
and form of the ever taller skyscrapers, as well as the need to separate the uses in each 
city district. The Zoning Resolution aimed at promoting health, safety, morals and general 
welfare in New York City.34 Instead of open space at ground level, it concentrated on 
bringing light and air all the way down to street level. This of course can be understood to 
at least partially refer to the same issue considering also the bulk of the buildings was now 
being regulated. The document, even if fairly simple in itself, was groundbreaking and 
became the model for the rest of the country in dividing urban areas into zoning districts35. 
 
There were three types of zoning districts defined in the 1916 Resolution based on use, 
height and/or area, and separated into different maps. Use was divided into three sub-
districts: residential, business, and unrestricted, which in practice mainly meant industrial. 
Area specified the size and surface level requirements for private back yards, courts and 
other ground level open spaces. What was most influential though in defining a district, 
and in defining the streetscape as well, was height. Maximum allowed heights for buildings 
depended on location, the width of the street in front of the building, and the building’s 
setback from the street. The more a building was set back, the taller it could be. The City 
itself was divided into five height district classes with the buildings’ legal street wall heights 
varying from one to two-and-a-half times the width of the street in front of the main façade. 
A tower could only be built taller than what the district’s street width ratio allowed if it was 
either set back a certain amount of meters at the maximum legal street wall height 
(resulting it to be shaped like a tiered wedding cake or a ziggurat) or if it was set back from 
the street line already at ground floor level (shaped like a block). An exemption was made 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Boyer, 1994, 93. 
34 Kayden, 2000, 8. 
35 Boyer, 1994, 94. 
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with slender buildings; following Ernest Flagg’s earlier proposal, there were no height limits 
for the tower parts that only covered 25 percent or less of the lot area and that were set 
back at least 23 meters from the center line of the street the building was facing.36 In the 
case of residential districts, the 1916 Zoning Resolution established the still visible height 
scale of three to six stories.37 
 
As a result of the Zoning Resolution and the other regulationary actions taken, City 
planning in New York City, according to Professor of Urbanism M. Christine Boyer, 
became to mean regulating, limiting and controlling construction within specific districts 
instead of planning beautiful environments: zoning aimed towards orderly development, 
placing the right kind of a building on the right form and in the right place, and towards the 
creation of a rational land use pattern for the whole metropolis.38 The 1916 Resolution 
resulted in increased land values. Still the only areas zoned for very tall buildings were the 
Financial District in lower Manhattan and a portion of the Brooklyn waterfront. Other than 
these areas, tall buildings were only allowed at two commercial locations in today’s 
Midtown Manhattan below Central Park. Manufacturing uses, garages and stables were 
forbidden in these areas.39 What could be called “villa districts”, were zoned to be located 
in the outer boroughs with lower land prices. In these residential districts businesses were 
only allowed on certain larger avenues and along thoroughfares. Side streets were 
supposed to be purely residential. Zoning for commerce was considered necessary 
though. The lower the general income level in a residential district was, the more money 
was thought to get spent in local stores instead of those farther away.40 
 
The towers shaped like ziggurats, covering the whole lot area at ground level and 
narrowing upwards, became the most popular building form for skyscrapers. The shape 
was both promoted by the Resolution and made attractive by real estate economics, 
tenant requirements, as well as construction techniques. As a result of the preference of 
this shape, daylight did get through to street level, but not much street level open space 
got provided in addition to the area taken up by the traffic lanes. According to Paul 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Kayden, 2000, 8. 
37 New York City Department of City Planning, City Planning History, NYC Zoning History 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/zone/zonehis.shtml (website accessed April 2, 2014). 
38 Boyer, 1994, 156. 
39 Boyer, 1994, 158. 
40 Boyer, 1994, 159.	  
	   19	  
Goldberger, the Empire State Building, completed in 1931, is the perfected example of this 
style, fully compliant to the zoning laws.41  
 
2.2. The 1961 Zoning Resolution 
 
Just like the construction of the bulky Equitable Life Assurance building had acted as the 
trigger for the 1916 Zoning Resolution, there were certain buildings that led the way 
towards the next zoning resolution, finalized on December 15th, 1961. This time though the 
three buildings; the Lever House (Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, 1952) with its narrow tower 
rising above a horizontal rectilinear slab and lots of open space underneath, One Chase 
Manhattan Plaza (Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, 196142) - the block-like tower standing on 
columns, and most importantly the Seagram Building (Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 1958), 
were seen as favorable solutions, not as something that should be regulated and 
prevented from expanding as phenomena. Especially the Seagram Building with a tower 
section rising directly upwards and covering less than 25 percent of the lot area, and with a 
vast open space in between the tower and the front lot line on Park Avenue was seen as a 
great New York example of Le Corbusier’s popular tower-in-the-park ideology.43  
 
This modernist ideology and International Style were at the time favored by New York City 
planners of whom Robert Moses was the most visible figure. According to Journalist 
Anthony Flint, Moses - during his 34 years in different roles in the City administration - got 
"13 bridges, two tunnels, 637 miles of highways, 658 playgrounds, ten giant public 
swimming pools, 17 state parks, and dozens of new or renovated city parks"44 built. His 
aims in Manhattan included slum clearance, coherent grid structure, light and air on street 
level and ease of car travel, and his suggested tools bulldozing, building towers-in-the-park 
to replace the old townhouses, continuing the avenues downtown and building east-west 
expressways across the island. 
 
These modernist ideals shared by the City’s urban planners and traffic-planning authorities 
were audibly contested by a West Village journalist and grassroots activist, Jane Jacobs 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Goldberger, 1981, 85. 
42 information about the year the building was completed received from Emporis building information database 
http://www.emporis.com/buildings/116217/one-chase-manhattan-plaza-new-york-city-ny-usa (information 
checked March 12, 2016). 
43 Kayden, 2000, 9. 
44 Flint, 2009, xv. 
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who became the leading figure for the opposition. Her book The Death and Life of the 
Great American Cities published in 1961, prior to the enactment of the new Resolution, 
talks about the “real cities”, the importance of creating and maintaining a sense of 
community and a busy street life, and the safety and attractiveness ensured by the 
resulting many pairs of “eyes on the street”. The local opposition managed to block the 
redevelopment of Manhattan’s West Village and Lower East Side, but the idea about the 
importance of active street life and its benefits were only introduced to the Resolution in 
the amendments made in the 1970’s and 1980’s.45  
  
Work on the much needed new zoning resolution had started already in 1948 when New 
York City commissioned the office of Harrison, Ballard & Allen to list recommendations for 
updated zoning laws. The report was publicized in 1951 but failed to reach enough support 
with City officials to take effect. A second effort in 1956 by the architectural office of 
Voorhees Walker Smith & Smith under James Felt, the then chairman of the City Planning 
Commission and Robert Wagner, Jr., the then mayor and former chairman of the City 
Planning Commission was more successful. By that time 2,500 amendments had been 
made to the 1916 Zoning Resolution, the City itself had grown from roughly five million to 
almost eight million residents46, and the automobile had revolutionized land use patterns. 
The primary need for a new legislation though, did not arise from technological 
development, land-use conflicts or changes in real estate economics but of the sheer 
amount of amendments deteriorating the legibility of the old text and the complexity of the 
approval process.  
 
What was new compared with the 1916 Resolution was that the 1961 version included 
only one zoning map instead of separate district maps, but the map was still divided into 
residential, commercial and manufacturing uses. The concepts of maximum bulk limitation 
and floor area ratio47 were introduced, and variations to the skyscraper shaped like a 
ziggurat were suggested in order to give developers more freedom in design while still 
providing the neighboring area with light, air and a feeling of openness.48 This was done 
with both economic and aesthetic points of view, as well as with efficiency in mind.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Flint, 2009, 95-106. 
46 Gibson, 1998 http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0027/twps0027.html#citypop 
(website accessed April 1, 2014). 
47 Floor Area Ratio or FAR is the total allowed building floor area on a zoning lot divided by the area of the 
zoning lot. In the 1961 Zoning Resolution the top base FAR was set at 15.	  
48 Kayden, 2000, 10. 
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The City promoting a building model that would fit in with the tower-in-the-park ideology 
meant more possibilities for modernist skyscrapers and more open space on street level. 
The three tower types described in the 1961 Resolution were a modified ziggurat (with the 
street wall only allowed to rise without setbacks up to 26 meters or to the sixth floor level, 
whichever was less, instead of to 2.5 times the street width), a tower skipping the first 
setback level of 26 meters by pushing the street wall three to 4.5 meters away from the 
front lot line (depending on street width), and a simple vertical tower with no setbacks 
required when the building only used 40 to 55 percent of the lot area (depending on the 
lot’s size and location). The new resolution favoring open space on street level also 
brought along the privately owned public spaces by introducing the policy of encouraging 
the developers to provide those. The idea was based on the earlier study by Voorhees 
Walker Smith & Smith.49  
 
According to Jerold S. Kayden, the City inaugurated the concept of incentive zoning, or the 
bonus floor area system, in conjunction with the 1961 Zoning Resolution to get developers 
of both residential and office towers interested in creating privately owned public spaces 
within or outside their buildings. This meant spaces, more specifically plazas, that were 
“located on private property yet, but unlike zoning’s yards, courts, and other open spaces, 
physically accessible to the public-at-large”. The developers would be granted “a bonus of 
extra zoning floor area for use in their building, above what would otherwise be allowed by 
the zoning, if the developer would provide a plaza”. The invention of this kind of a bonus 
was explained already in the Voorhees Walker Smith & Smith report in a compact manner: 
“In order to bring more light and air into streets surrounded by tall buildings, as well as to 
create more usable open space, a bonus device has been established to encourage the 
setting back of buildings from the street line.” And “The slight increase in maximum 
permitted bulk resulting from this bonus is well justified by the benefits of increased open 
space.”50  
 
In addition to bonusable plazas, bonusable arcades were also introduced in the Zoning 
Resolution, even if those had not been suggested by the 1956 study. An arcade was 
defined as “a continuous area open to a street or to a plaza, which is open and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Kayden, 2000, 10-11. 
50 Kayden, 2000, 11 – Kayden is citing the Voorhees report: Voorhees Walker Smith & Smith. Zoning New 
York City: AProposal for a Zoning Resolution for the City of New York. August, 1958. Pages x and 127. 
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unobstructed to a height of not less than 12 feet… accessible to public at all times…”.51 
The size of the bonus received from the provision of an arcade differed from that received 
from the provision of a plaza. Whereas the plaza bonus was at most ten square meters per 
each plaza square meter, the cap amount for arcades was 3 square meters. The 
Resolution also stated that the overall bonus received for one building could not exceed 20 
percent of the base FAR applicable to the lot in question.52 
 
2.3. Amendments made between the late 1960’s and early 1980’s 
 
More categories for privately owned public space were added in amendments made to the 
text in the following decade: elevated plaza in 1968, through-block arcade in 1969, 
covered pedestrian space in 1970, sunken plaza in 1971, and open-air concourse in 1973. 
During that same period the City also introduced five special purpose zoning districts that 
each had their own set of permitted privately owned public space types, and that created 
an alternative set of public space incentives and requirements to the already existing 
zoning districts. These districts were the Special Theatre District (introduced in 1967), 
Special Lincoln Square District (1969), Special Greenwich Street Development District 
(1971), Special Fifth Avenue District (1971), and Special Manhattan Landing District 
(1973).53 The special purpose district relevant for this study is the Special Theatre District 
surrounding Times Square. That district was designed to preserve and promote the 
legitimate theaters in the area both physically and financially, and to limit new office 
development. The legislation created by the City was mainly aimed at encouraging 
construction of new theaters (within the new office towers), but also at easing the 
circulation of large crowds by encouraging provision of mid-block arcades, open space and 
subsurface concourses. Different types of through-block connections were also 
encouraged within the Special Fifth Avenue District as a secondary circulation system 
parallel to the sidewalks of 5th Avenue.54 
 
The two first major amendments to the original 1961 Zoning Resolution regarding privately 
owned public space, were made in 1975 and 1977 when the issue of unusable plazas built 
only for the sake of the bonus floor area received was brought up. These amendments 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Kayden, 2000, 11 – Kayden is citing the 1961 Zoning Resolution, Section 12-10. 12 feet equals 3.65 meters. 
52 Kayden, 2000, 12. 
53 Kayden, 2000, 12-13. 
54 Kayden, 2000, 14-15. 
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were largely influenced by the American urbanist William H. Whyte. During the first 14 
years that the Resolution was in effect the City did not limit the provision of bonusable 
plazas55, they were built “as-of-right” with a permit granted by the Department of Buildings 
instead of the Commission on City Planning. As a result, the developers learned well how 
to maximize the profit from the available bonuses. All the plazas built in the front of the 
buildings of course provided more light and air to street level, but many lacked the 
characteristics that would have made them inviting or even accessible to public. In some 
cases there would be no amenities on the plaza, and sometimes ledges otherwise suitable 
for sitting would be equipped with spikes. Sometimes there was no logic in where they 
were located from a possible user’s point of view. In a residential context these plazas 
often served a double duty as passenger drop-off driveways, loading docks or driveways 
leading to garages. Some building owners would even lock off the plazas or instruct the 
doormen to direct the public away. In the case of 6th Avenue, three block-wide plazas built 
next to each other between West 47th and West 50th Streets exemplify how the tower-in-
the-park ideology ended up being taken too far: the disappearance of the street wall at 
front lot line led to the disappearance of retail frontage in the middle of Manhattan’s busiest 
neighborhood.  
 
The solutions suggested in William H. Whyte’s studies commissioned by the Department 
of City Planning, as well as in Whyte’s privately conducted Street Life Project replaced the 
existing “as-of-right” plaza category with three better defined categories, an urban plaza, a 
sidewalk widening, and an open-air concourse, in most commercial areas, and with a 
residential plaza when connected to a residential building in a residential or a commercial 
area. The overall area of a residential plaza had to be divided into three subcategories: 
primary space, usable residual space, and visual residual space, of which only the spaces 
under the first two subcategories were actual usable ones. The visual residual spaces only 
needed to be landscaped but not publicly accessible. In addition to higher design 
standards and new mandatory visual and functional amenities (and a plaque or a sign 
listing required amenities, the owner, and the party responsible for space maintenance), a 
special administrative review procedure was now also required.56  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 This means there for example were no limits to the location of a plaza. A new one could be placed right next 
to an existing one or a plaza could be placed on the northern side of its host building with no sunlight reaching 
it. 
56 Kayden, 2000, 16-18. 
	   24	  
Whyte and his team’s research based on direct observation, comparison and interviews, 
that the City took after and even hired him to continue, had found that use results in more 
use. A space had to first be in a busy enough location, come with enough sittable 
surfaces, have reasonable wind conditions, and be of sufficient quality to make people 
want to use it, but after that quality level was reached people would take proprietary 
interest in it and secure maintaining that level. Echoing Jane Jacobs’ theses of the 
importance of the sense of community and of busy street life, the research equaled good 
public space design with vitality, variety, with the possibility for people to come face to face 
with each other, and most importantly to sit down. To Whyte the key issue with public 
space and street life was enabling interchanges between people - people attract people, 
and seem to prefer to stay in places where the design enables it and that do not require a 
trip to be made to get to.57 He recommended there to be as invisible a division between 
the street and a plaza as possible.58  
 
Whyte was a proponent of the specific spatial design guidelines in regards to the bonus 
system that were introduced in the 1975 amendment, and also of the inclusion of food 
carts and open-air cafés on plazas.59 To him, the guidelines, even if criticized for limiting 
an individual designer’s possibilities in designing a new public space, were the only way to 
get the developers to include the requested amenities on their property.60  
 
Whyte’s team also concentrated on studying density in urban environments, more 
specifically the sufficient level of density for a city or a neighborhood to survive.61 What 
they found to be the most destructive development in regards to street life in city centers 
were empty or emptied lots, low density urban fabric, decentralization, blank block-fronts at 
street level, and skyways, underground concourses and indoor atriums and galleries 
separated from the actual streets. 62  The clearest mark of the street life starting to 
disappear, according to Whyte, is the disappearance of “street people”, the bag ladies, the 
street vendors, the beggars and the entertainers.63 Thus Whyte does not approve of 
removing the “undesirables” from the public spaces but instead recommends the spaces to 
be designed in such a manner that they are so well populated by “normal” people that the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Whyte, 1988/2009, 4, 108-114, 135. 
58 Whyte, 1988/2009, 128. 
59 Whyte, 1988/2009, 114 and 141. 
60 Whyte, 1988/2009, 235. 
61 Whyte, 1988/2009, 10. 
62 Whyte, 1988/2009, 7. 
63 Whyte, 1988/2009, 55. 
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other group automatically stays away.64 In addition to other North American cities, Whyte 
compared the city planning actions in New York City with those taken especially in Tokyo 
and Copenhagen. 
 
The later adjustments made to the Resolution in regards to incentive zoning have mostly 
been additions of subcategories under existing spatial categories. Two new categories for 
through-block privately owned public spaces in Midtown Manhattan have also been added. 
A new special purpose district, one extremely relevant for this study, the Special Midtown 
District, was added in 1982. In conjunction with the addition, the regulations for both 
bonuses received from building urban plazas and their allowed locations were tightened. 
Pedestrian circulation spaces at ground floor level also became mandatory in connection 
with new construction projects within the Special Midtown District. In new mid-block 
buildings in certain corridors between 6th and 7th Avenues or Broadway within the Special 
District these spaces would have to be indoor or outdoor through-block connections. 
Developers could in general now choose between including sidewalk widenings, arcades, 
corner arcades, corner circulation spaces, building entrance recess areas or through-block 
connections in their construction projects, or relocating subway station entrances to be 
inside the property line. This eventually also led to the formation of the network of 
passageways known today as the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue.65 Within the Special Theatre 
District, now a sub-district of the Special Midtown District, extending from West 40th Street 
to West 54th Street, through-block gallerias more suitable for stationary public use could be 
built instead of the through-block connections that were only meant for circulation 
purposes. This option was chosen by three of the developers of the host buildings along 
the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. 
 
Other amendments made to the zoning text later in the 20th century have concerned 
vehicle usage near arcades, homeless people using the spaces that are or originally were 
required to stay open 24/7, and the legitimate locations of covered spaces. In 1981 plazas, 
arcades and residential plazas were banned from parts of Manhattan’s Upper West Side, 
and in 1993 along certain streets in high-density residential neighborhoods. In the three 
decades following the enactment of the 1961 Zoning Resolution, the city planning ideals 
had shifted from the concept of a tower-in-a-park, or in the context of New York City often 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Whyte, 1988/2009, 156. 
65 Kayden, 2000, 18. 
	   26	  
a tower-in-a-plaza, towards a tower-on-a-base. In 1996 construction of new “as-of-right 
plazas” was banned altogether, and the standards for several other space categories 
revised.66  
 
According to Kayden, a new concept, the Unified Bulk Program as the basis for a possible 
new zoning resolution has started gaining foot towards the turn of the 21st century. The 
program, if in effect, would only let three types of bonusable privately owned public space 
remain in use; a public open space amenity at residential buildings within commercial 
districts, an urban plaza, and a covered pedestrian space. This proposal also generally 
suggests lower buildings that are built to the street wall.67 As of today, no new zoning 
resolution however has been published, but the amendments to the existing one have 
continued well into the 21st century. 
 
2.4. Zoning in the 21st century: Amendments made in 2007 and 2009 
 
The 1961 Zoning Resolution has understandably gone through countless amendments 
during the past 50 years while the city planning ideals have shifted. The evaluation of 
successes and failures and the resulting fine-tuning of the zoning requirements in what 
comes to privately owned public space has been continuous. The most recent 
amendments concerning privately owned public space have come to be as indirect results 
of Kayden’s book Privately Owned Public Space. The website of the Department of City 
Planning states that the findings of the publication, further field study and following 
analysis have taught the city officials about the qualities and regulations that help in the 
creation of successful public spaces in the same way as the research conducted by 
William H. Whyte and his team did 35 years earlier.68 
 
In fall 2007 the design regulations for privately owned public plazas were overhauled and 
in summer 2009 some portions of these amendments enhanced.69 The 21st century has 
also seen the City administration’s70 successful programs on greening the city, most 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Kayden, 2000, 19. 
67 Kayden, 2000, 19. 
68 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, History 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_history.shtml (website accessed March 3, 2014). 
69 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, History 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_history.shtml (website accessed March 3, 2014). 
70 led by Mayor Michael Bloomberg during his three successive terms between 2001 and 2013. 
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notably PlaNYC – a Greener, Greater New York71, aiming to prepare New York City for a 
million new inhabitants while cutting greenhouse gas emissions and making the City more 
livable. This naturally includes transportation, as in alternatives to private cars, and public 
space. One of the studies commissioned by the Department of Transportation and 
published in 2007 as one of the PlaNYC initiatives was World Class Streets: Remaking 
New York City’s Public Realm by the Danish office Gehl Architects. This report includes 
guidelines, as well as specific actions for improving the New York cityscape for 
pedestrians and cyclists. The influence of these reports reflecting the new city planning 
ideals is visible in the amendments made in 2009. The reports themselves, and their 
findings, recommendations and initiatives related to public space will be discussed in more 
detail in chapter five. 
 
As a result of the 2007 amendments, all previous plaza design regulations were 
consolidated into one, namely that of a public plaza. The revision is intended to aid in 
designing and constructing “unique and exciting outdoor spaces that are truly public”. 
According to the website of the Department of City Planning, the current provisions 
“enable the creation of high quality public plazas on privately owned sites that are inviting, 
open, inviting [sic], accessible and safe”.72 The City deemed many of the existing privately 
owned public plazas unsatisfactory in what comes to configuration, accessibility, amenities 
or design features. The lack of specific design guidelines was also noted and some 
deficiencies, such as spikes on ledges otherwise suitable for sitting or obstructions 
blocking visibility, found to be attributable to outdated or inconsistent standards.73 The 
design standards were therefore updated, and the provisions related to open-air cafés and 
kiosks within the plazas, the opening hours and the process for the modification of design 
guidelines streamlined.74 Changes were also made to the instructions on the design of 
barriers and gates with which the plazas can be closed for the night. The shared features 
of the successful existing plazas were used as the basis for the revised design guidelines. 
 
The additional 2009 amendments clarify some provisions in what comes to design and the 
operational standards. The idea was to enable greater pedestrian circulation, to ensure 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 renamed OneNYC by current City administration led by Mayor Bill de Blasio. 
72 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, Privately Owned Public Spaces 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops.shtml (website accessed March 10, 2014). 
73 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, 2007 Amendment 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_2007_ta.shtml (website accessed March 10, 2014). 
74 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, 2007 Amendment 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_2007_ta.shtml (website accessed March 10, 2014). 
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visibility both into plazas and through them, and to promote attractive, well-maintained 
public space.75 The current design principles state that the plazas should be easily seen 
from the sidewalk and understandable as public space, visually interesting and open, 
located on sidewalk level and pedestrian circulation enhancing, well-lit, and connected to 
the street both visually and through easily accessible paths. In short, the spaces should be 
inviting, accessible and safe. They should also include well-designed and comfortable 
seating for both small groups and individuals wanting to sit alone.76 No changes relating to 
bulk, permitted floor area, bonus floor area or possible bonused locations were made in 
either one of the amendments. 
 
A summary of the updated design and operational standards for outdoor privately owned 
public plazas (including through-block plazas) based on the specifications found on the 
website of the New York City Department of City Planning can be found in appendix four. 
 
These recent amendments and current ideals do not directly affect the existing POPS – all 
the spaces follow the regulations valid at the time of construction. Regardless of how many 
times a building has been sold after it was built, its public space(s) should be kept up to 
the standards and requirements that the original developer received the zoning concession 
in trade for. A building owner can apply for a permit to renovate and upgrade a POPS on 
his property though, after which new rules will apply77. What today’s amendments and 
guidelines can do in regards to the existing spaces is that they can influence the general 
atmosphere and set new spatial standards worth competing with. The City authorities can 
of course try to convince the building owners to do some public benefitting modifications 
and like in the case of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue themselves modify the surrounding 
City property. The new standards also give advocates of public space new arguments for 
voicing their opinions.  
 
3. Floor area bonus system and privately owned public space 
 
The zoning bonus system, floor area bonus system or incentive zoning as it is officially 
called, is a legal innovation inaugurated in 1961 together with the launch of the zoning 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, 2009 Follow-up Text 
Amendment http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_2009_ta.shtml (website accessed March 10, 2014). 
76 New York City Department of City Planning, Privately Owned Public Space, Privately Owned Public Spaces 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops.shtml (website accessed March 10, 2014). 
77 Zahalan, 2013. 
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resolution still in effect today. As part of this system, the City of New York offers 
developers floor area bonuses that functioning simultaneously with the zoning-district-
specific bulk regulations, allow for greater density in certain high-density zoning districts in 
exchange for public amenities. It also provides other zoning concessions such as relief 
from height or setback restrictions to developers of office or residential buildings in 
exchange for the inclusion of public space such as plazas, arcades, atriums and other 
indoor or outdoor spaces in the plans. These spaces are required to stay accessible to the 
public for as long as the host buildings exist and are also required to be designed and 
maintained according to the standards presented in the Zoning Resolution and its 
amendments valid at the time the building permit was received. 
 
Since 1961 most buildings that have realistically been eligible for the bonuses, have used 
the possibility and provided some kind of public space78 or other facilities as promoted by 
the City administration79. Overall, approximately 325,000 square meters of public space 
has so far been created through incentive zoning. 80  This is easily understandable 
considering the relatively low cost of building public space, the economic benefits the 
building owners have received from the additional floor area, and the often very 
straightforward permitting process. The overall amount of bonused floor area allotted 
through the system is as high as 1.85 million square meters, more than five times the 
overall area of the public space provided. Of this allotted amount approximately 1.49 
million square meters have been constructed.81  
 
In addition to the original two, plaza and arcade, 12 more different legal types of privately 
owned public space have been listed in the amendments to the 1961 Zoning Resolution 
published between 1968 and the early 21st century. Each public space category has had 
its own specific requirements and limitations that the developers have had to follow in 
order to receive floor area bonuses. The design standards for various space types have 
differed in location, size, shape, and in the requirements for materials, lighting, amenities, 
accessibility and maintenance. The size of the bonus received has also varied depending 
on the category, size and the amenities of the public space provided. Some of the spatial 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Kayden, 2000, 1. 
79 Current City administration led by Mayor Bill de Blasio for example promotes the inclusion of low income 
apartments and/or grocery stores in new high-rise development instead of POPS. 
80 Information from the New York City Department of City Planning website 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_history.shtml (accessed on March 23, 2014). 
81 Privately Owned Public Space in New York City, History http://apops.mas.org/about/history/ (website 
accessed on March 3, 2014). 
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categories still exist today after the 2007 and 2009 amendments while some have only 
been in use in the past82. In addition to the 14 types, there have also been customized 
spaces, and special purpose district public spaces tailored for the past and present special 
purpose zoning districts such as the Special Theatre District and the Special Midtown 
District the previous one is part of. The example spaces discussed in this study fall into the 
area of one or both of these Districts83. The public space categories present along the 
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and its variants include through-block galleria, indoor and outdoor 
through-block connections, sidewalk widening, through-block arcade, as well as plaza and 
urban plaza. Some of the listed through-block spaces are district-specific and have been 
mandated for their building lots. I have decided to only concentrate on the categories listed 
here above as the bonus system can well be explained without the inclusion of all 14 types 
of space described in the Zoning Resolution. 
 
During the past 55 years, the City has used three different kinds of permitting processes in 
conjunction with the different space categories. Those spaces that were developed 
between 1961 and 1975 are mostly “as-of-right” plazas and arcades that did not have strict 
design guidelines or restrictions for location. Those developed after the zoning reforms of 
the mid-1970’s have had to follow specific regulations shaped by the earlier experiences. 
The building permits for the “as-of-right” public spaces were granted by the New York City 
Department of Buildings, without the City Planning Commission ever even seeing the 
plans.84 Especially these early POPS offered quite an irresistible deal to the developers. 
With the preferred design of the time being a tower with no expanded base, 60 percent of 
the lot area would have in any case had to remain empty due to bulk regulations. Thus 
building a plaza in the empty lot area was definitely profitable. In addition to this, in the 
early years even loading docks, driveways and garage entryways were regarded as 
bonusable plazas.85 Those, too, added to the rentable or saleable square meters gained 
through floor area bonuses, and the higher prices usually received from the airy, well-lit top 
floor spaces added to the profits. Giving up the rights usually associated with private 
property such as the ability to exclude non-desirable people, was not considered too high 
a price to pay, especially when control by the City was almost non-existent.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Kristine Miller lists the previous revision rounds as having been made in 1975 and 1999 whereas Kayden 
includes also other amendments (Miller, 2007, 71). 
83 Kayden, 2000, 37. 
84 Kayden, 2000, 22. 
85 Kayden, 2000, 12. 
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The City Planning Commission only got their say in the location and the overall 
reasonability of the POPS when a discretionary approval process was introduced in 
conjunction with the introduction of new spatial categories to the side of the “as-of-right” 
process for plazas and arcades. This new approval process made it possible for the city 
planning officials to check what kind of spaces already existed or were being built next to 
the intended space, whether the new suggested spaces adhered to the City views for that 
area, and whether they would aid in the creation of for example such networks of 
pedestrian passageways as the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. A third type of approval process, 
a certification received directly from the Chairperson of the City Planning Commission has 
been used for permitting urban plazas, sidewalk widenings, open-air concourses and 
residential plazas.86 Within the Special Midtown Zoning District, to which the Sixth-and-a-
Half Avenue also belongs, the provision of some type of a pedestrian circulation space 
within a zoning lot has been mandated and the approval process has been “as-of-right”.87 
 
The City of New York has aimed at increasing light, air and green space in high-density 
zoning districts with the public-space-for-floor-area trade, as well as at easing the hard 
streetscape formed by residential and commercial towers bordered by concrete sidewalks 
to the benefit of the public.88 The increase in maximum permitted bulk on a building lot 
through the trade was considered justified by the benefits received from the increase in 
open space. In short, the combination of larger, taller buildings and more public space has 
been considered a better option than smaller, lower buildings and less public space. The 
maximum floor area bonus was set to 10 square meters for each square meter of public 
space provided for plazas in those commercial high-density zoning districts where the 
base FAR had been set to the maximum level of 15.89 By providing both a plaza and an 
arcade on a zoning lot for a commercial office tower within a 15 FAR district, the ratio for 
the host building could be increased up to 18 FAR.90 When the Special Midtown District 
rezoning was enacted in 1982, the maximum bonus in the area was reduced to six square 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Kayden, 2000, 23-24. 
87 Kayden, 2000, 24. 
88 Information from the New York City Department of City Planning website 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/zone/zh_ztools_pops.shtml (accessed on March 23, 2014). 
89 The FAR number refers to the maximum number of over-ground floors a new building can have by default in 
a specific zoning districts when taking up all of its lot area, and when no bonuses have been included in the 
calculation. When the percentage of lot area used is lower than 100, the number of floors can be added to 
accordingly. The maximum base FAR used in New York City is 15. 
90 Kayden, 2000, 11-12 (in some cases in the past near 5th Avenue or Times Square the cap has been as high 
as 21.6 FAR). 
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meters and the cap was lowered to 16 FAR.91 The provision of covered public spaces 
which were substantially larger than the minimum requirement could be used towards 
waiving regulations on maximum permitted bulk on a lot when building skyscrapers that 
covered more than 40 percent of their lot area. Building covered spaces instead of outdoor 
spaces could also be a solution when a tower with a bulkier shape and volume at ground 
floor level design-wise better reflected the taste of the developer. 
 
Today, floor area bonuses are provided in New York City also for developers willing to 
include in their plans low-income housing, visual or performing arts spaces, subway 
improvements, theater preservation, or FRESH food stores in underserved 
neighborhoods.92 
 
3.1. Types of space and requirements for each type 
 
The types of privately owned public space that the Zoning Resolution and its amendments 
have specified are: plazas, public plazas, urban plazas, residential plazas, elevated 
plazas, sunken plazas, arcades, through-block arcades, through-block gallerias, through-
block connections, covered pedestrian spaces, sidewalk widenings, building recess areas 
and open-air concourses. In addition to the space types listed in the Resolution and its 
amendments, a concept of a customized privately owned public space also exists. These 
are spaces that do not fit within any of the listed categories and that the New York City 
Board of Standards and Appeals helped create by granting developers variances to bulk 
regulations and special permits for modifications in exchange for public space.93 The 
Zoning Resolution forms the framework within which all of these spaces have been 
designed. Since the current Resolution’s inauguration in 1961 the standards have been 
added to and amended several times based on changing views towards successful 
creation of public space. Because of the amendments, the current text may not reflect the 
original legal design requirements in effect at the time a space was built. And as noted 
before, some of the existing spaces could not even be created today as bonusable public 
areas because the number of space types a developer can receive a floor area bonus from 
has been greatly reduced.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Kayden, 2000, 19. 
92 Information from the New York City Department of City Planning website 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/zone/glossary.shtml#incentive_zoning (accessed on March 23, 2014) – 
FRESH is a City program to bring grocery stores selling healthy food into poor neighborhoods. 
93 Kayden, 2000, 15. 
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According to Jerold S. Kayden, the requirements defined for each space category are 
results of a law-making process that has incorporated the views of designers, engineers, 
developers, owners, city officials, civic organizations and the public. He divides the spaces 
into five different classifications depending on their spatial quality as public space at the 
time the research for the Privately Owned Public Space publication and the accompanying 
database was conducted. These classifications are marginal, circulation, hiatus, 
neighborhood and destination. Marginal spaces lack amenities that would invite people to 
stay and have no measurable public use.94 Circulation spaces are meant for that purpose 
only and only improve the pedestrian experience of public realm by making a trip from 
point A to point B faster and protected from the elements. Hiatus spaces accommodate the 
users for brief stops but offer nothing to promote longer stays. Neighborhood spaces are 
well used by the residents and employees in the surrounding area and invite people to 
linger, to socialize or to relax in solitude. Destination spaces, according to Kayden, invite 
people also from further away to come spend time there and might even include 
programming.95 He does not include any of the spaces described in the next chapter on 
his list of destination spaces, and only one of them, the plaza behind the host building at 
1345 6th Avenue qualifies as a neighborhood space. He has altogether found 14 of the 
more than 500 POPS in New York City, at 12 different locations, to qualify for the 
destination status.96 
 
I will list the requirements for the Privately owned public space types present within those 
six blocks through which the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue runs here below, to give an 
overview of what can be expected when entering one, before describing each of the actual 
spaces in detail in the next chapter. The descriptions for the POPS types97 not present 
along the route will be left out of this study. All descriptions are based on the publication 
Privately Owned Public Space: New York City Experience, which in its turn is based on the 
actual Zoning Resolution and its amendments. All citations are also from the same 
publication. The original measurements have been converted from feet and square feet to 
meters and square meters to make them easier to understand for the Finnish reader. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94 Kayden, 2000, 51. 
95 Kayden 2000, 50. 
96 Kayden, 2000, 322-335. 
97 Not included: residential plaza (introduced 1977), arcade (1961), elevated plaza (1968), covered pedestrian 
space (1970), open-air concourse (1973), or sunken plaza (1971), or other customized, case-specific or 
Special Purpose District POPS. 
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Plaza  
 
This POPS category is present on the West 56th Street side of the Le Parker Meridien 
Hotel and at Fisher Plaza by the Alliance Capital tower at 1345 6th Avenue 
 
Plaza is one of the two original POPS categories.98 The set of standards regarding “as-of-
right” plaza bonuses were introduced on December 15, 1961, and stayed in use until June 
12, 1996.99 Plaza is also the most common type of privately owned public space built since 
1961: of the approximately 525 spaces, at more than 320 different locations, around 170 
are plazas.100  
 
In the original 1961 zoning text the City specified the purpose of plazas as “to provide 
openness and public use at commercial and residential buildings”101. A plaza has to be at 
least a 70-square-meter continuous open space that is minimum three meters deep from 
the front lot line, and that extends along the full length of the lot line or for at least 15 
meters if the lot line is longer. A plaza usually cannot be more than 1.5 meters above or 
3.6 meters below the curb level. It has to be accessible to public at all times, unless the 
City Planning Commission has authorized a nighttime closing. Permitted obstructions 
include arbors, trellises, awnings, canopies, railings (minimum 50% open, no more than 
1.1 meters in height), flagpoles, open terraces, porches, steps, entrances to subway 
stations, fountains, statues, and unenclosed balconies. Recent additions to permitted 
obstructions in commercial areas that are intended to enliven and upgrade existing plazas 
include open-air cafés and kiosks. These added structures and their planned placement 
though, need to go through a case-by-case approval process before installation and 
permits are only valid for three years at a time.102 
 
The maximum bonus floor area gained through the provision of a plaza has been 10 
square meters for each plaza square meter in commercial zoning districts with a FAR 
number of 15 with the maximum total bonus capped at 20 percent of the base FAR. In 
those zoning districts where the FAR was set to 10, the bonus rate was set to six square 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 The other one was arcade. 
99 Kayden, 2000, 25. 
100 Privately Owned Public Space in New York City, History http://apops.mas.org/about/history/ (accessed most 
recently on March 13, 2016). 
101 Kayden, 2000, 25-26. 
102 Kayden, 2000, 26. 
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meters and in districts where the FAR was six, to four.103 Today the bonus amounts are 
significantly lower. 
 
Urban plaza  
 
This category is only present in front of the West 56th Street entrance of the indoor 
connection through Metropolitan Tower, 146 West 57th Street. 
 
Urban plaza is another category for an outdoor open area for public use. Introduced as 
part of the 1975 amendments it has much higher design standards than a plaza and it can 
only be located in commercial or manufacturing districts. Detailed language was used to 
prevent “interpretations privileging private property to the detriment of public use”. Instead 
of being grouped with plazas, the urban plazas are grouped with sidewalk widenings and 
open-air concourses as the three types of “urban open space”.104  
 
The minimum size of an urban plaza is 149 square meters, remarkably higher than that of 
a plaza, but it usually cannot take up more than 33 percent of the frontage of its zoning lot 
if another open space is located within 53 meters from it and takes up more than those 33 
percent of its respective zoning lot. Exclusively north-facing urban plazas are forbidden. All 
points within the major portion of an urban plaza must be visible from all other points on 
that major portion. The depth of the urban plaza can vary between one third of and three 
times its width. The first six meters of at least half of the street frontage of an urban plaza 
must be clear of obstructions. On the other half the obstructions’ height limit is 91 
centimeters from ground level. In the Special Midtown District within which the Sixth-and-
a-Half Avenue is located, the regulations are even stricter. An urban plaza cannot be 
located within 15 meters of the street line of a street on which the City requires retail or 
street wall continuity105. Like plazas, urban plazas have to remain open 24/7 and be 
physically accessible to for example wheelchair users both from the sidewalk and between 
the different sections of the plaza. Parking lots, passenger drop-off areas, driveways, 
loading berths and buildings’ trash facilities are prohibited within a urban plaza and if 
nearby, are required to be concealed.106 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Kayden, 2000, 26. 
104 Kayden, 2000, 27. 
105 In this context this would mean 6th Avenue, 7th Avenue and Broadway. 
106 Kayden, 2000, 27. 
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Unlike in the case of an “as-of-right” plaza, the requirements for amenities within an urban 
plaza are well defined and based on the notion that empty plazas that lack usable or 
visually pleasing features do not serve the public. It is stated that the surface materials 
used should be durable, non-slippery, decorative and compatible with each other. One 
linear meter of seating, of which minimum five percent have seat backs and of which 
maximum 50 percent are movable, per every 2.8 square meters of an urban plaza is the 
minimum requirement. Lighting level of at least two horizontal foot-candles107 in walking 
and sitting areas and 0.5 foot-candles in other areas is required from sunset to sunrise. A 
volume of approximately 1.5 liters per one square meter of plaza area is the minimum 
requirement for trash receptacles. The required amount of trees depends on the size of the 
plaza with four trees with a 10-centimeter trunk diameter at the time of planting as the 
absolute minimum. Half of the trees have to be planted with gratings flush to ground. In 
addition to the trees within the urban plaza, more trees are needed on the sidewalk in front 
of it, with the requirement being one tree every 7.6 meters along the street frontage. Other 
requirements aimed at adding to the visual liveliness of an urban plaza are that at least 
half of the building walls surrounding it must be occupied by retail or service 
establishments accessible from the actual plaza; that maximum 40 percent of the building 
frontage can be used by a building lobby; and that half of the building facades have to be 
clear and transparent up to the height of 4.3 meters. There must be one or two visibly 
placed entry plaques on each urban plaza equipped with the tree-like POPS logo, the text 
“open to public” and the wheelchair symbol stating accessibility. Information about 
amenities, with exact amounts, the name of the owner, the daytime contact information for 
the person responsible for the maintenance of the space, and the information on where to 
direct possible complaints within the City administration are also needed on an urban 
plaza.108  
 
The amenities that are not mandated, but recommended to make urban plazas more 
interesting and that do not require special permits, include fountains, pools and waterfalls, 
sculptures, bushes and potted flowers, trellises, bike racks, public telephones, public 
toilets, drinking fountains, and subway station entrances. Open-air cafés and kiosks on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
107 Foot-candle is a measurement of illuminance or light intensity used in the United States, one foot-candle 
equals one lumen per square foot or 0.3048-2 lumens per square meter or approximately 10.764 lux.	  
108 Kayden, 2000, 27-28. 
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urban plazas need separate permits but the permitting process is easier than in the case 
of upgraded “as-of-right” plazas.109   
 
The bonus earned is the same as with plazas, except for within the Special Midtown 
District where it is six square meters for every square meter of plaza area with the cap 
amount of one added FAR.110 If the owner of the bonused host building fails to comply with 
the requirements listed above and to keep the space tidy, the City can either use funds 
from a performance bond posted by the owner in conjunction with the permit application or 
revoke the building permit or the certificate of occupancy thus forcing the building to be 
emptied.111 
 
Sidewalk widening  
 
The open-air galleria of the AXA Equitable building at 1285 6th Avenue opens to sidewalk 
widenings at both ends. 
 
A sidewalk widening is “a continuous open area on a zoning lot at the same elevation as 
the adjoining sidewalk… directly accessible to the public at all times from an adjoining 
street”. Its width can vary between 1.5 and three meters depending on the width of the 
street next to it. The purpose is solely to improve pedestrian circulation, thus no 
obstructions except for temporary cover from inclement weather are allowed and the 
paving material must be durable, non-slippery, and compatible with the design of the 
paving of the public sidewalk next to the widening. However, trees are required to be 
planted on the actual sidewalk next to the sidewalk widening. The minimum lighting level 
from sunset to sunrise is two horizontal foot-candles.  
 
Sidewalk widenings are required to extend for the entire length of a lot’s street line and can 
only be interrupted by pre-existing buildings that have been incorporated into the new 
construction or by driveways leading to the building’s necessary underground parking 
facility. Of the building frontage that the sidewalk widening is lining, at least half has to be 
reserved for retail or services opening up to the street. No POPS plaques are needed.112 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Kayden, 2000, 27-28. 
110 Kayden, 2000, 28. 
111 Kayden, 2000, 28. 
112 Kayden, 2000, 31. 
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Sidewalk widenings were in use as a type of a bonusable public space within commercial 
zoning districts from 1975 until 1998, grouped together with urban plazas and open-air 
concourses, either on wide streets or next to pre-existing sidewalk widenings.113 The 
building owners could decide whether to create a sidewalk widening or an arcade 
extending the entire length of their building. The bonus used to be 10 square meters for 
every square meter of public space provided.114 
 
 
Through-block arcade  
 
The route through the ground floor spaces of the Le Parker Meridien Hotel at 118 West 
57th Street is a through-block arcade. 
 
A through-block arcade is “a continuous area within a building connecting one street with 
another street, residential plaza, urban plaza or arcade adjacent to the street”. The 
emphasis is on case-by-case requirements. Through-block arcades can only be built within 
commercial or mixed-use buildings and require special permits. To receive the permit, the 
design needs to show that the space will improve pedestrian circulation and that it will 
provide appropriate secondary retail or service frontage for shops and restaurants in the 
middle of the lot. The application documents also have to include the specifications for 
lighting, planting, signs and paving. Bridges and balconies can be included in the design if 
they do not obstruct light or air.115 
 
A through-block arcade has to be at least six meters wide and its average height also has 
to be at least six meters. It has to be level with the street at both ends. It can be either 
enclosed or unenclosed. Other conditions may have also been set in case the City has 
considered that the space might have otherwise had adverse effects to its surroundings.116 
The bonus received has been six square meters for each square meter of public space 
provided in high-density zoning areas and three square meters elsewhere. At the time of 
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the publication of Privately Owned Public Space this space category was being considered 
for removal from the list of bonused POPS.117 
 
Through-block connection 
 
The POPS at the London NYC Hotel at 151 West 54th Street, at the CitySpire Center at 
156 West 56th Street, at the Metropolitan Tower at 146 West 57th Street, at the Carnegie 
Hall Tower at 899 7th Avenue and at the building called Avenue of the Americas Plaza at 
125 West 55th Street belong to this category. Of these the only outdoor through-block 
connection is the one crossing the lot of the London NYC Hotel.  
 
Indoor and outdoor through-block connections have since 1982 been mandated for certain 
building lots as a condition of development to ease pedestrian circulation both in the 
Special Midtown District and in the Special Lower Manhattan District. These mandated 
connection have not provided the developers with any zoning bonuses.118 
 
The size requirements for through-block connections depend on the size of their zoning 
lots. In the case of a lot that is 465 to 1,858 square meters in size, the requirement is one 
square meter of public space for every 350 square meters of building floor area, for a 
larger lot, the requirement is one square meter for every 300 square meters of building 
floor area. In addition to building through-block connections, developers have in some 
cases been able to choose between eight other options on how to fulfill the zoning district 
specific requirement to ease pedestrian circulation on their site: by providing an arcade, a 
building entrance recess area, a corner arcade, a corner circulation space, a relocated or 
renovated access to the local subway station, a sidewalk widening or an urban plaza, or by 
improving the actual subway station. At some locations within the Special Midtown District 
though, through-block connections, at most 279 square meters in size, have been the 
specific requirement. 
 
Through-block connections are paved open or enclosed spaces providing unobstructed 
access both to a building lobby and to the next street over. The path from the street has to 
be straight and continuous with a width of at least 4.6 meters, with unobstructed height 	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also of at least 4.6 meters, and with floor surface within 1.5 meters of the curb level. The 
connections cannot be located closer than 45.7 meters from an intersection of two streets 
and they should preferably be part of larger pedestrian circulation networks. If one 
connection already exists across the street, the new one has to be built directly opposite 
that one. No more than two through-block connections are allowed within one city block.  
 
The connections can be located either within or next to their host buildings. If inside the 
building, they must provide the main access to the main lobby of the building, and if 
outside, they must provide unobstructed access to the main entrance leading to the main 
lobby. When outside, the minimum lighting level is five horizontal foot-candles.  
 
Through-block connections must remain open from 8am until 7pm on those days that the 
host building is open and must include the “open to public” plaques at both ends stating 
the street the passageway leads to. In case the connection is enclosed, the information 
needs to be permanently affixed to the doors of the space. Transparent door material is 
mandated, so in practice the doors to the passageway need to be of glass. As the spaces 
are strictly for circulation purposes, there is no retail frontage or amenities.119 
 
Along the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue those buildings that include a mandated through-block 
connection sometimes also include some bonusable public spaces such as an urban plaza 
in front of the Metropolitan Tower on the West 56th Street side of the building or a building 
entrance recess area next to the through-block connection in front of the West 56th Street 
façade of the CitySpire Center. 
 
Through-block galleria  
 
There are through-block gallerias leading through the AXA Equitable Center at 1285 6th 
Avenue, the building at 135 West 52nd Street that used to house the Flatotel hotel, and the 
building at 1325 6th Avenue between West 53rd and West 54th Streets. 
 
Through-block gallerias only exist within the Special Midtown District and the Special 
Theater District in conjunction with host buildings constructed after 1982, but are no longer 
allowed for new construction. In addition to being circulation spaces, they are supposed to 	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be destinations in their own right. They are continuous covered outdoor public spaces on 
zoning lots that connect two parallel east-west streets located at least 61 meters from the 
nearest avenue. The minimum required width of the required clear, straight pedestrian 
path within a galleria is 4.6 meters. If there are columns dividing the space, there must be 
a three-meter-wide path on each side. The first 6.1 meters of the space need to be at curb 
level and grade changes are only permitted if there is difference between the street levels 
at each end.  
 
The standards for the proportions of a through-block galleria are specific: if shorter than 
45.7 meters, the minimum and required average overall width and height are 6.1 meters, if 
longer, the minimum is 7.6 meters and the requirement for average is 9.1 meters. Bridges 
and balconies are permitted in those spaces where the average height is more than 13.7 
meters. Those bounding walls that are not on lot line must be of transparent material and 
lined with public access areas, display windows or exhibits. Skylights must cover at least 
50 percent of the galleria and the skylights’ surface area must equal minimum 75 percent 
of the floor area. To secure natural light, no obstructions above the skylights are allowed. 
Seating, freely usable by everyone entering the space, is required in those through-block 
gallerias that are more than 279 square meters in size. Food service cannot be located 
within a galleria but is recommended adjacent to one. Planters, landscaped features, 
fountains and art works are recommended but can only occupy less than 50 percent of the 
overall area outside the obligatory 4.6-meter-wide circulation path. The galleria must 
connect with, but not serve as, the building lobby. It is required to stay open from 8am until 
7pm daily except for major holidays. 
 
The zoning bonus, granted through a special permit review process, is six square meters 
for every square meter of public space provided.120 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
120 Kayden, 2000, 36 
	   42	  
Building entrance recess area 
 
There is a building entrance recess area in front of the West 56th Street side entrance of 
the CitySpire Center right next to the building’s through-block connection. 
 
Building entrance recess areas were introduced as part of the 1982 updates to the Zoning 
Resolution as one of the optional types of mandated ground level pedestrian circulation 
spaces especially in the context of the new Special Midtown Zoning District.121 They can 
be located both mid-block and on corner lots. These small, discrete outdoor spaces are 
required to adjoin the sidewalk or a sidewalk widening for their entire length, offer 
unobstructed access to the building and be accessible 24/7. The required free height is 4.6 
meters. The spatial category still exists today.122 
 
4. Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue 
 
The Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue is a formalized network of connecting pedestrian through-
block connections between 6th and 7th Avenues and West 51st and West 57th Streets. The 
official six-block-long mid-block pedestrian route that received street signs and crosswalks 
linking the different sections in 2012 consists of six privately owned public spaces. In 
addition to these spaces there are also four other optional through-block connections 
within the six-block area in Midtown Manhattan. The spaces have been originally built in 
the 1970’s, 1980’s and 1990’s, and some have since been or are currently being 
redesigned. Some of the spaces have been included in the designs of their host buildings 
in a quest to build taller, some have been mandated by the City for their respective zoning 
lots. These 10 indoor and outdoor spaces act as good examples of how developers’ 
attitudes towards the provision of public space on their property vary and how it affects the 
usability and the quality of those spaces. The spaces also exemplify how the City’s specific 
standards on the design of the different categories of POPS function in practice. In 
addition to briefly discussing the formalization process and describing the spaces forming 
the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and its eastern and western variants, I will also talk here 
below about how the route could have continued all the way down to West 42nd Street and 
Bryant Park. A map to aid visualizing the situation can be found in appendix 1. 	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4.1 The formalization of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue 
 
The New York City Department of Transportation was in spring 2011 prompted to study 
the possibility of formalizing the route they named the Sixth-and-a-half Avenue by a 
request presented by Manhattan Community Board 5 to boost the safe use and visibility of 
the 11 privately owned public spaces in their area.123 The group that had in its turn gotten 
the Community Board interested in the matter was Friends of Privately Owned Public 
Space, a collaborative organization dedicated to the celebration and improvement of the 
New York City POPS. The group had already dubbed the passageway Holly Whyte Way in 
honor of William H. Whyte before the City presented its own proposal in March 2012 with 
the route renamed Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, and designated it in summer 2012.124 In 
October 2011 Friends of Privately Owned Public Space even hosted a parade through the 
area.125 Unlike the now official Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue with its street signs and pedestrian 
crossings, the Holly Whyte Way would have also included the four space variants along 
the route that I have included in this study.  
 
According to the Department of Transportation’s calculations made before the route was 
renamed and formalized, the amount of people using the shortcuts even before the 
crosswalks were painted and stop signs installed was more than 1,000 during peak hours 
and more than 12,000 daily. The average number of motor vehicles using the east-west 
streets cutting the route was less than 10 per minute during peak hours.126 In an article 
that appeared in The New York Daily News in spring 2012 Janette Sadik-Khan, the New 
York City transportation commissioner from 2007 until 2013 explained the City’s aims with 
the formalization: “Connecting the passageways that are there will bring them to life and 
make it easier for thousands of New Yorkers to cross them safely” and “It’s a rare 
opportunity that also delivers something the community has been asking for.”127 In a New 
York Times interview that same spring she said that pedestrian crossings between the little 
known passageways “would really energize these places with foot traffic”128 One more 
valid reasoning for the formalization of the route was the long distance from 6th to 7th 	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Avenue, approximately 365 meters129, and the amount of minutes saved by walking 
through the blocks instead of round them. 
 
The first crosswalk was painted across West 57th Street already in fall 2011 to test 
people’s reactions130. Painting the rest of the crosswalks and installing street signs and 
speed bumps on the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue was finalized on September 6th, 2012. 
Depending on the source, the overall cost of the development to maximize the use of the 
spaces and to improve the safety was either 60,000 USD131 or 90,000 USD132. This seems 
fairly reasonable considering the cost per crossing would have been 15,000 USD at most. 
 
4.2. The spaces 
 
Here below, I will describe the privately owned public spaces forming the Sixth-and-a-Half 
Avenue and its variants. I will be talking about the qualities and amenities of the spaces, 
as well as their host buildings. I will be using existing architectural guides and research, 
newspaper articles and blog texts that have appeared around the time of the formalization 
of the route, as well as my own observations from site visits between 2013 and 2016 as 
material. The order of the descriptions is from south to north, advancing block by block 
from West 51st Street to West 57th Street. In those cases where there are variants to the 
space forming part of the now official route within the same city block, I start by describing 
the so-called official space. In what comes to architectural qualities, I will only briefly 
describe the styles and features of the buildings themselves and mostly concentrate on the 
design and qualities of the linked POPS.  
 
Of the newspaper and blog articles I have found online, some discuss the actual spaces 
but most concentrate on people’s reactions to the new stop signs and traffic lights before 
the crosswalks painted between them. Some commenters; varying from corporate people, 
tourists, hotel staff, security guards, maintenance workers and professional dog walkers to 
small business owners, all stopped on location, were sorry that their secret shortcut would 
become common knowledge and thus more crowded, some saw the money spent on the 
construction as complete waste. The most negative comments were from taxi drivers who 	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were angry about their work being made more difficult and the traffic being slowed down 
with the added crosswalks. Based on the articles, critics in general were worried about the 
congestion in Midtown traffic getting worse. In addition to just interviewing people opposed 
to the linking of the spaces, some of the articles such as the one that appeared in The 
New York Post133 were opposed to the project to start with, while others, such as the one 
that appeared on The Gothamist, mostly worried about the City being able to talk the 
owners of the newly linked spaces into agreeing on shared opening hours134.  
 
As mentioned before, the route forming the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue is presented in a map 
in appendix 1, and a selection of photos taken in spring 2013 can be found in appendix 2, 
and the available numeric statistics of each space are listed in appendix 3. 
 
1285 6th Avenue  
 
At the southern end of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue an enormous through-block galleria 
divides the building complex that takes up the whole block bordered by Sixth Avenue, 
West 51st Street, Seventh Avenue and West 52nd Street, in two. The galleria runs through 
the former Equitable Life Assurance Building, used today by AXA Equitable and known as 
the AXA Equitable Center. To the east of the galleria is the older half of the building 
complex, the Paine Webber Building, currently functioning as the headquarters of UBS 
Wealth Management USA. 
 
Construction on the block was completed in 1984. The 42-story135 Paine Webber half of 
the building complex is designed by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM) and was built 
already in 1959-1960. The more recent Equitable Center half is by Edward Larrabee 
Barnes Associates. The public spaces within the block, designed by the respective 
buildings’ architects, include sidewalk widenings on both West 51st and West 52nd Street 
sides continued by urban plazas on both sides towards the 6th Avenue end of the block in 
front of the SOM designed half (not part of Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue), and the through-
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block galleria that provides a pedestrian shortcut from West 51st Street to West 52nd Street. 
The through-block galleria also starts and ends with sidewalk widenings.136  
 
The base FAR for the Paine Webber half of the building complex is 12, and for the 
Equitable Center half, 15. The built FAR of the previous building is 20.09, and the built 
FAR of the latter 20.4. There are no square meters available for additional development.137 
 
The 8-story-tall outdoor galleria is much larger than the other covered parts of the 6-block-
long pedestrian route. It covers an area of approximately 860 square meters. The galleria 
is officially open to public only from 8am to 7pm daily except for New Year’s Day, 
Independence Day and Christmas Day but in reality it is an open space with no visible 
fences or gates. Escalators in the middle of the galleria connect the space to the 
underground multi-block Rockefeller Center Concourse that leads to a subway station a 
couple of blocks away and is open from 7am to 6pm on weekdays.138 The lighting level is 
four foot-candles and the provided amount of seating is 98 linear meters of benches. In 
addition to the required amenities, placates and flowerbeds, there are also art works in the 
plaza-like partially glass-ceilinged galleria. These include two bronze sculptures by Barry 
Flanagan standing in dry pools in the center of the space, and six artworks by Sol LeWitt 
that take up large sections of the walls of the space.139 There are no vendors or services 
within the galleria but a deli selling take-out food and snacks can be found right across the 
space on the south side of West 51st Street. In his publication Jerold S. Kayden classified 
the space as being in hiatus140, but I would myself rate the space as being of better quality 
than that to its many users. 
 
The New York architecture guides that I have read only mention the Edward Larrabee 
Barnes designed half of the building complex and even that half mostly gets talked about 
because of the impressive art works, collected with the curatorial assistance of Whitney 
Museum, it houses, both indoors and outdoors. In the central five-story-tall atrium of the 
lobby (supposedly also open to public), there is a mural by Roy Lichtenstein called Mural 
with Blue Brushstroke and a sculptural semicircular marble bench by Scott Burton called 	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Atrium Furnishment.141 More sculptures can be found on the urban plaza. The building 
itself is considered bland, tensionless, out of proportion, and without details.142 All exterior 
walls of the postmodernist building are covered in rose-pink polished stone. Even if it is set 
back from the curb by 10 feet and surrounded by sidewalk widenings, and if there are 4.3-
meter setbacks at 12th, 34th and 50th floor levels, its size cannot go unnoticed.  
 
The other half, a modernist bluff gray office building by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, 
stereotypical of both its time and designer, was completed before the 1961 Zoning 
Resolution took effect. Thus, to my understanding, there originally were no bonusable 
privately owned public spaces on that side even if the building is today surrounded by 
plazas and sidewalk widenings, and even if Kayden includes the urban plazas in his 
calculations. The artwork on the plazas are sculptural stone stools and tables by Burton 
added in the 1980’s after the completion of the building complex’s western half. 
 
Even if Kayden criticizes it, the covered open space, crossed by a several stories tall, 
enclosed bridge on eighth floor level, seems popular among people working in the 
neighboring buildings. On my first site visit on a warm May day in 2013 most benches, of 
which there are several by the walls and the mid-space planters and pools, were taken. 
People were having lunch, coffee or cigarette breaks, talking on the phone or having 
informal meetings. The situation was exactly the same on my other site visit in the 
following September. This part of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue seems to be one of the 
better examples of well-kept privately owned public space. The building owner seems to 
have an active attitude towards this space and the other public areas of the building 
complex. The security guards were present in the space but their presence was not 
disturbing as they were acting more like doormen. 
 
Just like the architecture critics commenting on the Equitable Center, I would not call the 
tower’s or the through block galleria’s architecture beautiful or design successful as such, 
but of the covered Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue spaces this galleria has the atmosphere that is 
certainly the most inviting for public use. The large size and the openness of the space, as 
well as the fact that it is well populated, makes it feel like a real public space where it is not 
intimidating to stop for a while. (I must admit though, I did not dare go inside to the lobby to 	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see the Lichtenstein mural from up close because I was not sure whether it really was OK 
to walk inside or not, even if that space as well as the lobby space in the SOM designed 
half supposedly are open to public.) Additionally, as Adee Braun, the writer on Untapped 
Cities, a website publishing articles and photo stories on urban life around the World by 
various different contributors, notes, the through-block galleria at Equitable Center is a 
perfect people watching spot143. 
 
135 West 52nd Street 
 
The original 46-story-tall building on West 52nd Street and its accompanying public space 
that extends to West 53rd Street were designed by Rafael Viñoly Architects. The project 
was completed in 1985 and practically demolished in 2014-2015.144 The original building 
did not necessarily stand out among its neighbors but on a closer look one used to notice 
the architectural quality of its ambitious façade design. The tower used to house the 
flagship of the Flatotel luxury hotel chain offering apartment style accommodation. The 
hotel and its ground floor restaurant using the adjoining through-block galleria as its 
outdoor seating area closed after the chain applied for bankruptcy in May 2012.145 After 
having stood empty for a year or so the building was gutted, with only the skeleton 
remaining, and has now been transformed into a residential tower by the New York based 
architectural office CetraRuddy.146  
 
Prior to the current situation the wheelchair accessible through-block galleria was required 
to stay open to public from 8am to 7pm daily with the exception of January 1st, July 4th, and 
December 25th. Before the construction work started, the amenities in this approximately 
620 square meter space with a scarce, seemingly Japan-inspired design, included lamps, 
litter receptacles, planted shrubs and seating, and trees planted on the sidewalks in front 
of both ends of the galleria.147 The originally partially sky-lit, glass-covered through block 
galleria has always had lockable metal gates at both ends. Only the galleria reaches the 
northern side of the block, the host building itself only extends to the middle of the block 
from West 52nd Street. Thus the narrow galleria is not connected to the buildings 	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surrounding it on the West 53rd Street side. It used to be directly connected to the hotel’s 
ground floor restaurant though. 
 
Based on the information available on Accidental Skyline, the development database of 
The Municipal Art Society of New York, the remodeled building cannot be any bigger than 
the Viñoly building as the site does not have any unused development rights. The base 
FAR for the original building has been 12, and for a purely residential building it would be 
10. The built FAR is 17.39.148 
 
On my visit to New York in May 2013 I found the building sitting empty with the last pieces 
of furniture being carried out and the through-block galleria fenced off, thus cutting the 
newly launched Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue in two. The street signs provided by the City, as 
well as the pedestrian crossings were all in place though. Also the benches and the 
lighting fixtures in the outdoor passageway required for zoning bonuses were in place 
behind the locked gates even if the area had apparently been temporarily turned into a 
parking area for the site’s workmen. On my next visit in September 2013 I noticed that the 
pedestrian crossing between West 51st and West 52nd Streets had been painted over and 
the stop signs removed. The building was still a worksite with no clear sign of what the 
result of the ongoing transformation project would be like. The passageway was also still 
fenced off and used as a parking lot.  
 
On the third visit in March 2014 the connection was finally open again, but only as a 2-
meter-wide passage under the scaffoldings surrounding the construction site. Even so, the 
section seemed busy and worthwhile with people hurrying through it towards West 57th 
Street. Also the crosswalks had been repainted. Interestingly enough, even with the full-
scale redevelopment project going on on the site, the flooring and the glass ceiling (or at 
least the 53rd Street end of it) seemed intact under all of the construction materials and 
apparent waste. It was impossible though, to tell what the galleria would look like when 
finished, and whether the spatial requirements mandated by the zoning resolution would 
remain the same or if there would be upgrades due to the complete redevelopment of the 
host building. In 2000 Jerold S. Kayden had classified the space as purely a circulation 
space149 even though through-block gallerias should be designed and maintained to act 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 Accidental Skyline database (accessed on March 15, 2016) 
149 Kayden, 2000, 326 
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more like destination spaces. It remains to be seen if this kind of an upgrade in between 
the two other popular public spaces can be reached after the site has been unwrapped.  
 
Based on what the situation at the construction site looked like in March 2014 and again in 
January 2015, not much of the original building structure has remained. In addition to the 
building’s concrete skeleton, only the through-block galleria still exists in some form. The 
galleria was still a construction site when I last visited Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue in January 
2016. The new exterior design of the remodeled building does not follow the original 
postmodernist design. The new front façade includes an artwork by lighting designer 
Thierry Dreyfus spanning the whole height of the façade150. According to an online article 
published in May 2015, the public space, when the construction work is completed, will 
include a green wall and a waterfall designed by M. Paul Friedberg & Partners, as well as 
a light installation by Dreyfus.151 This will hopefully improve the previous waiting room like 
feeling of the space as described by Adee Braun in her article evaluating all the Sixth-and-
a-Half Avenue POPS on the website Untapped Cities152. 
 
1325 6th Avenue 
 
The postmodernist 35-story153 building and its adjoining through-block galleria designed by 
Kohn Pedersen Fox were completed in 1989. The size of the three-story-tall partially sky-
lit, unenclosed and wheelchair accessible galleria is approximately 630 square meters. It is 
equipped with 63.8 linear meters of seating including 14 benches and 56 movable chairs, 
14 tables, some litter receptacles and lighting. Four signs noting the public nature of the 
space can be found on premises.154 
 
This passageway is a covered outdoor space with lockable gates at both ends. It forms a 
kind of a 3-story-tall glass covered atrium between the two halves of the surrounding 
building with three enclosed bridges acting as links at second floor level. The curb level at 
the West 54th Street end is slightly higher up creating need for stairs and a wheelchair 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 Information received from the promotional real estate website for the new building 
http://135w52.com/lighting-installation (accessed on March 14, 2016). 
151 Dailey, 2015. 
152 Braun, 2013. 
153 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/114531/1325-avenue-of-the-americas-new-york-city-
ny-usa (accessed most recently on March 14, 2016). 
154 Kayden, 2000, 162-163 – The required amount of seating in the space is about 58 linear meters, including 
29 linear meters of fixed seating. 
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ramp. There are both security guards present and cameras monitoring the space. All the 
required amenities - signs, benches, chairs, tables, architectural lighting - are in place but 
there is also a restaurant terrace on the western side of the passageway and an outdoor 
dining area in front of the restaurant’s separate take-out shop on the eastern side, which 
together take up well over one third of the overall floor space.  
 
As a result of the amenities provided, there was a weird metropolitan mix of people using 
the space at the summery lunch hour during which I ended up there in May 2013. On one 
hand, there were the business people eating at the restaurant tables and the tourists 
wondering whether to sit down or to continue to the next place, on the other, there were 
the homeless people resting on the fixed benches by the side of the galleria. The space 
appeared almost as popular for short breaks from work as the through-block galleria at the 
AXA Equitable Center a block away. The variety of user types actually seemed even 
larger: here not everyone seemed to be an employee in the area or even a tourist, but 
clearly a less-well-off resident of New York City. Jerold S. Kayden has classified the 
through-block galleria as a circulation space and thus not meant for stopping.155 Despite 
the crowdedness and the heterogeneity, I myself did not feel welcome in the space due to 
the overwhelming, and overwhelmingly noticeable, presence of various surveillance 
methods. It felt as if I was being constantly watched while writing down notes after I had 
first due to security reasons been denied permission to take photographs in or towards the 
through-block galleria. This according to some newspaper articles I have read, is an illegal 
attempt at privatizing the public space as photography cannot be prohibited within the 
public realm in New York City. Should the atmosphere be a little less hostile, the galleria 
with its airiness, already existing service establishments, private nooks on both sides of 
the actual walking route, and various seating groups would have much to offer as a public 
space. My own impression though, seems to contradict with that expressed by Adee 
Braun. She finds this through-block galleria more open and inviting than the rest of the 
spaces due to its width156. 
 
The maximum base FAR for this site is 12, and the built FAR is 21.04. There are no more 
development rights available.157 
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151 West 54th Street & 1345 6th Avenue 
 
In the city block located between 6th and 7th Avenues and West 54th and 55th Streets there 
are two mid-block pedestrian passageways leading from one street to the next. The one 
lining up with the other main spaces of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue is a covered outdoor 
through-block connection at 151 West 54th Street, the other a through-block plaza at 1345 
6th Avenue behind the building facing 6th Avenue. 
 
The building at 151 West 54th Street formerly occupied by the Rihga Royal Hotel currently 
houses The London NYC hotel. The postmodernist skyscraper with brown brick facades 
was designed by Frank Williams & Associates and completed in 1990158. The 55-story 
building is one of the tallest hotels in Manhattan159. Most of its building mass is located on 
the 54th Street side of the block. On the 55th Street side there is just a narrow entryway to 
the hotel and the entrance to the completely separate through-block connection, a covered 
outdoor space designed purely for pedestrian circulation purposes.160 
 
The size of the public space is approximately 280 square meters. The gated passageway 
has no other amenities except for lighting and signs noting the opening hours - 7am to 
8pm on days the building is open for business - at both ends of the connection, and 
additional signs forbidding people from letting their dogs defecate there. The southern half 
has an opaque vaulted ceiling and the northern half a transparent one.161  
 
The space is literally just a through-block connection, a covered outdoor shortcut from one 
street to the next, to ease pedestrian circulation. It has been separated from the area 
around it by 1.2-meter-tall walls over which people can see what is happening in the 
backyards of the neighboring towers. On one side there is a setup consisting of a light well 
with back doors and trash cans, on the other side a windowless wall and a parking lot. 
Three large planters have been placed strategically in front of the windows of the hotel’s 
restaurant opening to the passageway to soften the meager view of homeless people 
scavenging for empty bottles and cans in the trash bins. Next to the windows there seems 
to be a service entrance leading to the hotel or its restaurant. 	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In what comes to atmosphere and the developer and building owner’s attitude towards 
public areas, this space feels like a complete opposite to the through block galleria at the 
AXA Equitable Center. Except for the men looking for soda cans, there was no one there 
during my first two site visits. People only run through. The space seemed safe though. It 
is well-lit with 19 lamps, equipped with security cameras but no guards and has metal 
gates at both ends, and gates midway through. Considering this space was built as a 
mandated, non-bonused POPS, instead of a voluntarily provided bonusable galleria, one 
cannot really blame the developer. The through-block connection serves its purpose, is 
kept open as required, and is kept clean, and as Adee Braun notes, is pleasant even for 
the homeless162.  
 
Even if the developer has not received floor area bonuses for the provision of the through-
block connection, the built FAR of the host building is extremely high at 28.1. The site’s 
base FAR is 15.163 
 
The optional connection between West 54th and 55th Streets is the back section of the “as-
of-right” plaza encircling the building at 1345 6th Avenue (also known by the names 
Burlington House and Alliance Capital Building). The official name of the through-block 
section of the plaza between its host building and the next building to the west, is Fisher 
Park. Although not aligned with the rest of the passageways of the Sixth-and-a-Half 
Avenue south of 54th Street, the plaza with its fixed picnic tables, benches, fountains, and 
planted trees offers pedestrians a calm and pleasant alternative especially during warm 
months or during those hours the through-block connection at 151 West 54th Street is 
closed.164 Fisher Park links directly with the other two through-block public routes between 
54th and 57th Streets, forming the “eastern fork” of the pedestrian network. It was included 
in the original pedestrian network titled Holly Whyte Way, proposed to the City by the 
POPS advocate group Friends of Privately Owned Public Spaces and the local Community 
Board.165 No crosswalks have been painted between these additional spaces though. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
162 Braun, 2013. 
163 information from Accidental Skyline database. 
164 The plaza is required to stay open and lit 24/7. 
165 Johnston, 2012. 
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The 50-story-tall modernist glass and steel office tower166 and the 2,800 square meter 
plaza around it were designed by Emery Roth & Sons and completed in 1968.167 The 
elevated section of the plaza behind Burlington House has been upgraded since its initial 
opening in 1969. The building owner has for example applied for permission and then 
installed an approximately 50 square meter open-air café by the plaza’s north-eastern 
corner. Payphones have also been added at some point, but later removed.168 Kayden has 
evaluated the plaza as belonging in the neighborhood classification, a pleasant location to 
hang-out at for those living or working in the area but not worth a visit as such.169  
 
During my site visit in spring 2013, I noticed people sitting by the tables, spending time 
reading, eating or knitting, or just passing through. There is a restaurant on the ground 
floor of the host building with outdoor seating by the plaza, and also a take-out restaurant 
conveniently located on the opposite side of West 55th Street by a smaller strip plaza 
behind which there is the entrance to the next through-block connection. In addition to the 
provided chairs and benches, the ledges of the pools and planters are suitable for sitting. 
Because of the ramps on both street facing sides of the elevated through-block plaza, it is 
accessible also to those with baby strollers or wheelchairs. Ramps are also needed to 
access the service entrance of Burlington House opening to the plaza. The restaurant in 
the north-eastern corner of the plaza also has a secondary entrance opening to the plaza 
but at the time of my visit the entrance was not being used, and neither was the 
restaurant’s terrace, aka the permitted open-air café. 
 
If no upgrades had been made, the sight might be very different. 6th Avenue in Midtown 
Manhattan is lined by skyscrapers with “as-of-right” plazas either in front of them on the 
Avenue or circling them also along the east-west streets. The towers representing the 
tower-in-a-park ideology are in practice often in this context closer to being “towers-in-a-
field-of-concrete”. The upgrades that have brought amenities including trees, shrubs and 
pools of water to the open areas both in front and behind the host building, have in general 
made the atmosphere more hospitable. The street face is still missing though. The building 
is set back from the front lot line by more than ten meters. People may sit down on the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
166 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/115501/burlington-house-new-york-city-ny-usa 
(accessed April 22, 2014). 
167 Kayden, 2000, 167. 
168 Kayden, 2000, 166-167. 
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ledges but there are hardly any retail establishments present on the Avenue, other than 
movable food carts.  
 
The base FAR for the host building is 12, and the built FAR is 21.02. All development 
rights on the lot have been used.170 
 
156 West 56th Street & 125 West 55th Street 
 
Between West 55th and West 56th Streets there are again two public pedestrian routes 
through the block, both indoor spaces.  
 
The through-block connection that aligns with the spaces of the official Sixth-and-a-Half 
Avenue is part of the ground floor of the postmodernist limestone clad 75-story skyscraper 
at 156 West 56th Street, also known as the CitySpire Center. The CitySpire Center is a 
mixed-use building, and one of the tallest of its kind in New York City. The first 23 floors 
have been reserved for commercial use and the floors above those are occupied by luxury 
condominiums. The building was designed by the Chicago-based architect Helmut Jahn of 
Murphy/Jahn Associates171 with the assistance of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.172  The 
public spaces were designed by Brennan Beer Gorman.173 The building was completed in 
1987 and underwent a renovation in 2004.174 The through-block connection was only 
opened in fall 1997, as the final part of todays Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, 12 years after 
having been approved by the City.175 The building’s façade is complicated and its project 
specific structural system complex. There are several setbacks in the massing throughout 
the tower’s rise. According to Susanna Sirefman, the building’s “tripartite form was partially 
dictated by zoning regulations”176 calling for setbacks from the lot line to secure daylight at 
street level. A separate octagonal tower topped by a dome houses the top seven floors. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
170 information received from the Accidental Skyline database. 
171 The name of the office today is Jahn.. 
172 Sirefman, 1997, 148. 
173 Kayden, 2000, 166. 
174 information received from the building’s real estate website 
http://www.tishmanspeyer.com/#!/properties/cityspire (accessed in April 2014). 
175 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/114433/cityspire-center-new-york-city-ny-usa 
(accessed most recently on March 15, 2016). 
176 Sirefman, 1997, 148. 
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The through-block connection extending from the CitySpire beyond the tower’s lot line 
through to the West 55th Street side of the block is a climate-controlled, two-story-tall 
indoor space. Being an indoor passageway it better protects the pedestrians walking 
through it from the elements than any of the spaces south of it. The art deco influenced 
post-modernist space clad with different color polished stone tiles and panels is designed 
in such a manner that all parts seem well thought out and fit nicely together. As it is meant 
purely for circulation purposes, no seating is required or provided. The only amenities are 
the theater posters from the next-door City Center Theater, exhibited in the display vitrines 
lining the walls. The size of the through block connection is approximately 355 square 
meters. It is wheelchair accessible and open to public from 8am to midnight daily as noted 
in the mandatory placate. The required lighting level is eight foot-candles. 177 
 
In addition to the non-bonused, mandated through-block connection that acts as part of 
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, the site also includes one other privately owned public space 
right next to the connection, a building entrance recess area on West 56th Street. This 
pedestrian circulation space is a 63-square-meter covered outdoor area in front of the 
building’s entrance. Even if the through-block connection was mandated and not bonused, 
the building being located in the zoning sub-district called Special Theater District, the 
developer received a zoning bonus for the rehabilitation of the landmarked 1920’s Moorish 
Revival theater next door.178  According to a New York Times article from 1986, the 
developer of the CitySpire Center also bought the air rights of the relatively low theater 
building to add to the permitted height of the skyscraper179. The base FAR for both the 
CitySpire Center and the City Center Theater lots is 12. The used FAR of the previous is 
28.83 and of the latter 7.22. 11,170 square meters of unused development rights still 
remain for the theater lot.180 
 
In the case of this particular indoor passageway, it is not possible to enter the actual 
building from there. The similar looking building entrances to the office and residential 
floors are located to the west of it on West 56th Street. The only doors opening to the 
passageway in addition to those leading out to the street, seem to lead to the City Center 
Theater. During two of my site visits there were no guards present, and on the third one 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
177 Kayden, 2000, 166. 
178 Kayden, 2000, 166 and City Center Theater website http://www.nycitycenter.org/Home/About-Us/History 
(accessed on March 16, 2016). 
179 Scardino, 1986. 
180 Accidental Skyline database 
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only a janitor cleaning the floor. The placates with the tree symbol of the City’s privately 
owned public spaces were in place at both ends, but surveillance cameras still made 
taking photos slightly uncomfortable. As there are no benches or chairs, the only 
decoration that might get the passersby to linger in the space slightly longer are the 
posters for current and future plays in the next-door theater.  
 
To me the space felt safe, and Jerold S. Kayden, too, praises it as one of the most 
pleasant sections of Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue181, but some other commenters in recent 
newspaper articles and blog texts182 have lamented the low lighting level and complained it 
makes the space feel un-safe during the quieter evening hours. This is understandable as 
some of the stone materials used on the floors and walls are also quite dark. On the 
positive side, the space also gets called “luxurious for a POPS” by Adee Braun of 
Untapped Cities183. 
 
I only learned about the other mid-block connection between West 55th and West 56th 
Streets at 125 West 55th Street in February 2014. It is not included in the version of 
Kayden’s book that I have read and not that noticeable either, when walking in the area, 
but the basic info can be found on the Municipal Art Society’s POPS website.184 This 
section, an approximately 280 square meter indoor through-block connection open from 
8am to 7pm on the days the building is open, is actually the middle part of the alternate 
eastern fork of the mid-block pedestrian route. Without it the eastern fork would make no 
sense. It is part of a building designed by the same architect who is responsible for the 
AXA Equitable Center, Edward Larrabee Barnes. The office tower was completed in 
1990.185 As this is just a through-block connection, no amenities other than the plaques at 
both ends and a 5-foot-candle lighting level are required.186 The space is a non-bonused, 
mandated connection specific to the zoning district. 
 
This through-block connection hidden behind a strip plaza or a sidewalk widening taken up 
by café chairs and tables of the ground floor takeout sandwich shop, is located directly 	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182 e.g. Braun, 2013. 
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185 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/113810/avenue-of-the-americas-plaza-new-york-city-
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opposite the privately owned public plaza on the other side of West 55th Street. The 56th 
Street entrance is opposite the Le Parker Meridien hotel and also next to a fast-food joint, 
behind a strip plaza taken up by café chairs during the warmer months. No descriptions for 
the plazas to the south and north of the host building can be found either in the publication 
or the POPS website. The spaces seem to me like creations of the zoning bonus system. 
 
The host building, also known by the name Avenue of the Americas Plaza, is a modernist 
glass tower with dark green facades, somewhat reminiscent of the Metropolitan Tower in 
the next block north, and also commissioned by the same developer187. According to the 
Emporis building database, the building is a hundred meters tall and has 22 above-ground 
floors. It was one of the final projects of the Larrabee Barnes office.188 The base FAR for 
the building is 12, and the built FAR 18.48. The lot is thus fully developed.189 
 
The through-block connection is light and airy. Both the floor and wall materials are of 
polished light colored stone. The space seems to be two-floor-tall and quite wide. Midway 
through, on one side of the walkway there is the building’s reception desk, on the other the 
elevator lobby. Even if not required by zoning laws, four benches with black leather 
cushions could be found in the space. The atmosphere was at once pleasant and 
intimidating. The space seemed like an upgraded version of the through-block connections 
through the ground floors of Metropolitan Tower and Carnegie Hall Tower (which will be 
described in the next chapter). Had I been wearing a business suit on my site visit in 
March 2014, I believe I would have been able to confidently sit down on one of the 
benches with my smart phone or to have a seated conversation with a colleague dressed 
equally business-like. As my own self, just passing through felt more appropriate. 
 
Compared with the other indoor through-block connection in the same block, this latter one 
seemed much more like an extension of an office building lobby. Not knowing it was a 
public space, I would definitely not have guessed that. The seating and the reception desk 
made this latter space more pleasant than the passageway at the CitySpire, but also made 
it seem like belonging to the private domain. 
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146 West 57th Street, 899 Seventh Avenue & 118 West 57th Street 
 
In the northernmost block of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue there are three alternative 
passageways one can choose from for getting from West 56th to West 57th Street. Of the 
three options, the indoor through-block connections at 899 Seventh Avenue and 146 West 
57th Street are almost literally next door to each other with just a 6-meter-wide, 5-story-tall 
restaurant building in between them. The third one is a half a block away at 118 West 57th 
Street. At the time the host buildings were constructed, the City did mandate through-block 
connections in the Special Midtown District but had no strict limitations on if and what kind 
of privately owned public spaces could be built next to each other. This issue has later 
been amended.  
 
The one space linked with the other five passageways of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue via 
a mid-block crosswalk is the one in the middle, a combination of an indoor through-block 
connection and an urban plaza at 146 West 57th Street, the so-called Metropolitan Tower. 
The 68-story-tall190 residential condominium tower by the office of Schuman Lichtenstein 
Claman Efron (SLCE Architects) was completed in 1987 as the second of the city block’s 
three skyscrapers offering mid-block shortcuts. Style-wise the tower’s design stands out 
among its neighbors. The slick bluish black glass facades of the pointy triangular structure 
could even be considered inappropriate for the neighborhood characterized by the 1890’s 
renaissance revival masonry Carnegie Hall.191 The tower also seems to have quite a telling 
nickname; the “Darth Vader building”192 
 
The mandated through-block connection itself has no amenities except for 160 miniature 
TV screens193 lining one wall and is only required to stay open from 7am until 8pm on the 
days the building is open for business. It nevertheless does not only serve as a 
passageway but also as the entrance for tenants and visitors. The urban plaza on the 
other hand is always open and has seating, lighting, and trash receptacles installed, as 
well as trees and shrubs planted. There is also some retail frontage with food service on 
the plaza. The size of the through block connection is approximately 195 square meters 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
190 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/115456/metropolitan-tower-new-york-city-ny-usa 
(website accessed most recently on March 15, 2016). 
191 White & Willensky with Leadon, 2010, 305. 
192 Sirefman, 1997, 150. 
193 Backman, 2012. 
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and the size of the urban plaza 405 square meters.194 Unlike the mandated through-block 
connection, the plaza is a bonusable public space with specific requirements for amenities 
provided (e.g. the linear feet of seating, amount of plants, and the overall volume of trash 
receptacles). Being built as a continuation to the mandated connection, also the plaza 
needs to have a straight unobstructed route through it. The residential FAR for the building 
is 10 and the maximum FAR 12. The built FAR is 28.62, thus there are no more 
development rights available on the lot.195 
 
The design of the public indoor area, renovated in 2007 by Rogers Marvel Architects196, is 
stylish and the passageway seems well kept, but in line with the building’s overall design, 
the colors are dark, the atmosphere is a bit cold and certainly not inviting passersby to stay 
in the space any longer than needed, even if the continuous band of TV screens seem to 
all be tuned to different sports channels. Doormen are constantly present at the desk 
located in the middle of the space, checking the identities of people headed to the upper 
floors of the building. They acted quite amiably but unfortunately did not give me 
permission to take photographs inside on my site visit in spring 2013.  
 
Architectural critic John Hill describes the renovated “sleek black and blue” public passage 
in his recent guidebook to contemporary New York architecture as a highlight among the 
POPS, and continues “but its design – from its materials and lighting to the long row of 
small television screens in the east wall – definitely encourages passage, not rest.”197 
Adee Braun has the same impression. According to her, the feeling in the space was like 
“stepping into a broker’s bachelor pad circa 1986”. She continues by judging it 
unwelcoming due to the security guards and the doors at both ends but at the same time 
practical considering the cold and hot months. Like myself, she felt like an uninvited guest 
in a building lobby. 198 
 
On the 56th Street side, east of the entrance to the passageway is a small deli or coffee 
shop opening to the plaza located in the space between the building’s front façade and the 
sidewalk, with three tables and some chairs outside. This is basically the only seating 
currently available in the public areas of the Metropolitan Tower as the ledges on the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
194 Kayden, 2000, 178-179. 
195 Accidental Skyline database. 
196 Hill, 2011, 49. 
197 Hill, 2011, 49. 
198 Braun, 2013. 
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plaza’s planters have against regulations been equipped with tiny iron spikes to prevent 
sitting or laying down.199 The plaza itself is nicely designed with lots of green elements and 
lights as a contrast to the coldness of the overall design of the site. On my visit even the 
surveillance cameras had been turned away from the plaza, towards the entrance of the 
building’s underground garage. 
 
The neighboring 331 square meter through-block connection at 899 Seventh Avenue, and 
the final one to be built on the block, opened in 1991 when construction on Cesar Pelli’s 
slender 60-story-tall office building stretching from 56th to 57th Street, was completed.200 
The awarded mixed-use tower by the name Carnegie Hall Tower, stands right next to its 
namesake concert hall, and in a way defers to its Renaissance Revival architecture.201 The 
two buildings are connected, with the tower housing some of the landmarked, world 
famous concert hall’s support and banquet spaces. On the other side its next-door 
neighbor is the Russian Tea Room, a tiny restaurant building sandwiched between the 
Carnegie Hall Tower and the Metropolitan Tower, creating a less than ten-meter-wide gap 
between the two very different skyscrapers. Where Pelli has tried to relate his 
postmodernist tower’s brick façade to the iconic music hall by interpreting its massing, 
material selections, color schemes and ornaments in the design, and by appropriating the 
building to its context, the designers of Metropolitan Tower have done just the opposite.202 
 
Carnegie Hall Tower consists of two different sized, interlocking slabs with elevations 
organized into three parts. The building rises up to the sixth floor level in line with the 
facades of the neighboring buildings, then sets back 9.4 meters for the actual tower part. 
This is done to complement the Russian Tea Room. Carnegie Hall, on the other hand, is 
complemented by creating wide horizontal color bands at six-story intervals based on the 
music hall’s cornice level. At the time of completion, the tower was the second tallest 
concrete building in the city (cast on site). As the POPS is mandated, and has offered the 
developer no bonuses, they have bought the air rights of the neighboring concert hall to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
199  Even if they did not look like that, the spikes seem to be a recent addition as Kayden does not mention 
them in his book but instead praises the abundance of ledges suitable for sitting on the plaza (Kayden 2000, 
178).  
200 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/113831/carnegie-hall-tower-new-york-city-ny-usa 
(accessed most recently on March 16, 2016) - The design is by Cesar Pelli & Associates, current name Pelli 
Clarke Pelli Architects, with Brennan Beer Gorman having worked as associate architect. 
201 White & Willensky with Leadon, 2010, 305. 
202 Sirefman, 1997, 150. 
	   62	  
reach the desired building height.203 The base FAR for the office tower is 15 and the built 
FAR 43.23. The lot has no remaining development rights available, whereas the lot for 
Carnegie Hall still does.204 
 
The through-block connection has a refined postmodern design with polished marble 
surfaces but no amenities except for lighting and climate control as required by zoning 
regulations.205 It feels as if the design is meant to discourage pausing. The indoor space 
that takes up about half the width of the building also serves as the lobby for the building’s 
office tenants with a reception desk and elevators to upper floors. The mandated, lit POPS 
signs noting the public opening hours can be found at both ends of the passageway.206 
Photography was forbidden also in this space but the guard on duty during my site visit in 
May 2013 kindly told me to take the photos I need to take while he was looking at the other 
direction. 
 
The third and the most controversial option for crossing from West 56th to 57th Street is the 
fork-shaped through-block arcade at the high-end Le Parker Meridien Hotel at 118 West 
57th Street opposite the 125 West 55th Street through-block connection. There have been 
endless legal battles between the City and the building owner, PM Hotel Associates, LP. 
over the requirements for the public space specified in the zoning bonus system since 
construction was completed in 1981.207 The arcade is not a separate circulation space but 
instead serves a double function as the hotel’s lobby, guest lounge and lobby bar with a 
reception desk, one of the City’s most famous burger joints called burger joint, hotel 
restrooms (only for paying customers), the entrance to a blow dry salon and the entrance 
to the hotel’s restaurant within the space but outside the actual public area. There are no 
visible division lines, but to my understanding only the bar is located within the actual 
POPS. What differentiates the arcade from the other two through-block passageways 
within the block, is that this one is not mandated but a bonusable result of a voluntarily 
sought permit. The base FAR for the building is 15 and the built FAR 24.34. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
203 Sirefman, 1997, 150, 152. 
204 Accidental Skyline database. 
205 The required lighting level during opening hours is eight foot-candles and during off-hours five foot-candles, the climate 
control requirements include adequate ventilation and temperature between 60 and 80 degrees Fahrenheit (Kayden, 2000, 
179). This is the only through-block connection on Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue with requirements for climate control specified. 
206 Kayden, 2000, 179. 
207 Kayden, 2000, 177-178. 
	   63	  
The 37-story-tall hotel building, with a plain white brick façade that offers no clues of the 
opulent style of the interior spaces, was designed by Philip Birnbaum.208 In addition to the 
634 square meter arcade, there is also a 279 square meter strip plaza streching the whole 
length of the hotel façade on the 56th Street side. The amenities on the plaza include trees 
and planter ledges suitable for sitting. The amenities in the actual arcade space include 
lighting, seating (both stone benches and comfortable armchairs), tables, artwork, retail 
frontage and a skylight above the middle portion. I saw at least one of the required POPS 
plaques in place on my site visits. According to Jerold S. Kayden the amenities provided 
do not reflect the original requirements: there are too little movable chairs and tables 
provided for public use, and the overall linear footage of seating is less than stated in the 
permit.209 
 
Even if controversial, the through block arcade at Le Parker Meridien is certainly one of the 
most pleasant ones of the indoor privately owned public spaces in New York City and also 
one of the best equipped. With the classicist interior design, the space always being 
crowded with hotel guests, and with the services available, it in a way brings to mind the 
lively covered 19th century Parisian passageways that function as actual parts of the urban 
street grid. The only problem is that unless one notices the sign noting the public nature of 
the space next to one of the two entrances on 56th Street side, it is impossible to guess this 
actually is a POPS. There are no visible plaques by the other two entrances. When 
entering from the West 56th Street side one has to first choose from two entrances leading 
to two luxurious two-story-tall arcades that in the middle of the block merge into one 
neoclassicist sky-lit atrium bordered by an upper-level loggia, and then continue through 
the narrow corridor-like, but fancy lobby bar on to 57th Street. The 57th Sreet entrance 
closes when the lobby bar closes and the gates separating it from the reception area are 
locked at night but it seems that at least one of the 56th Street entrances remains open 
throughout the night because of the 24/7 reception desk. 
 
No one kicked me out while I lingered in the space during my site visit in May 2013 but I 
would think the hotel personnel’s attitude towards a homeless-looking person would be 
different. Even I felt slightly uncomfortable being there as I did not exactly look like any of 
the hotel’s seemingly wealthy guests, and because of this chose to sit on a marble bench 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
208 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/116009/hotel-parker-meridien-new-york-city-ny-usa 
(accessed most recently on March 16, 2016). 
209 Kayden, 2000, 177. 
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by the doors instead of one of the more centrally placed large, comfortable armchairs. 
Supposedly one could try sitting down in one of the armchairs of the bar without ordering 
anything and claim to be using their right to spend time in the public space that the 
through-block arcade is, but I doubt this attempt would be very successful.  
 
The blog Untapped Cities has quite an incisive description of this specific POPS in their 
article. The lobby of Le Parker Méridien hotel is lauded as “quite beautiful and cozy” and a 
clear violation of the regulations. The writer even goes on to ask some customers at the 
hotel bar that has taken over the 57th Street half of the space whether they know it actually 
is a public space. The customer’s answer “Well, it’s a hotel…” is quite telling. What is a 
public space really? What the City deems a violation of rules is not clear to the public but 
actually makes the space more inviting, at least to people who can afford to sit there, and 
to consume the drinks sold at the bar.210 
 
4.3. How the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue could be continued 
 
As Manhattan is under constant transformation, it is, at least in theory, still possible for the 
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue to grow longer and to reach the southern edge of Central Park 
north of West 59th Street, and West 42th Street with Bryant Park and Times Square in the 
south. During my site visits in May and September 2013 and in March 2014 there was a 
construction site in full swing opposite the Metropolitan Tower on the northern side of West 
57th Street. What the final setup of the ground floor of the over-300-meter-tall skyscraper 
dubbed One57, housing condominiums and a five-star hotel, was to be, was still not 
clearly visible in January 2016 even if the construction site fences had been removed and 
if the building seemed completed.211 A through-block connection continuing the Sixth-and-
a-Half Avenue at least one block north to West 58th Street could easily be opened through 
the building’s ground floor considering that the zoning lot continues to the northern side of 
the block, the ground floor lobby is used by a hotel, and that the extreme height of the 
building has necessitated some additional air rights or floor area bonuses in some form. 
The crosswalk across 57th Street with streetlights and a street sign pointing the pedestrian 
route would already be in place. 
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211 Emporis database http://www.emporis.com/buildings/1148107/one57-new-york-city-ny-usa (accessed on 
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At the southern end of the pedestrian route the three missing overground links are 
connections from West 51st Street to West 50th Street and from West 44th to 42nd Streets. 
There already exists nicely designed, and apparently highly popular, through-block plazas 
one after the other between West 50th and West 48th Streets, a covered outdoor through-
block arcade with some storefronts slightly to the east between West 48th and West 47th 
Streets, a simple covered outdoor through-block connection in the next block south, an 
indoor through-block connection closer to 7th Avenue after that one, and an indoor through-
block connection through a hotel lobby again closer to 6th Avenue between West 45th and 
West 44th Streets. Of these, the two plazas would perfectly line up with the main spaces of 
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. I have not been able to find the information about the through-
block plaza between West 49th and 48th Streets and there are no signs posted on site 
either, but the other spaces listed here above are definitely creations of the zoning bonus 
system. Even the seemingly recently built or renovated plaza that has no POPS signs or 
symbols on view, has several café chairs and tables available for people to sit on, a water 
fountain provided as both an aesthetic and an acoustic element in the space, and 
maintenance staff present to keep the area clean.  
 
Like already mentioned before, the pedestrian route of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue 
actually does continue further south from West 51st Street even now. It just moves 
underground. The official, publicly open network of pedestrian passageways ends at the 
AXA Equitable Center’s through-block galleria but if one takes the escalator down to the 
basement level from there, it is possible to access the vast underground concourse on 
private property, meant for public use during specific opening hours, leading east from the 
Equitable tower towards 6th Avenue and then southward to the Rockefeller Center building 
complex and the metro station there. All the buildings along the route can be accessed 
from the concourse as can the Rockefeller Center subway station at the corner of West 
47th Street and 6th Avenue. Unlike the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and true to its Midtown 
location, the underground route is lined by fancy stores, pharmacies and take-out joints. 
The part of the underground concourse that is maintained by Rockefeller Center almost 
feels like being part of public realm, but as soon as one gets to the northern end, the 
private realm takes over. Doors, even if open, divide the route to sections belonging to 
specific buildings with each section having that specific building’s security guards present 
in the space. Even if there are stores also at the northern end, the feeling is that of 
trespassing. It is impossible to say, whether one is actually allowed to be in the space or 
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not, as the interiors look like hallways within office buildings. The underground network of 
pedestrian connections, officially called Rockefeller Center Concourse, is probably the 
most spread out attempt at creating enclosed semi-public pedestrian circulation space in 
New York City. One must be happy that unlike in several other American cities, the 
phenomenon of replacing normal sidewalk traffic with pedestrian bridges and underground 
concourses due to envisioned improvements in pedestrian safety, never gained much 
popularity in New York City.  
  
5.  Public space in the light of today’s policies and ideals  
 
With public space having in the recent years become a popular discussion topic in New 
York City, several new advocate groups and events promoting walking and biking have 
appeared on the side of the more official parties involved in city and neighborhood 
planning. In addition to what has been done by the City Planning Department and the City 
Planning Commission, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Design and 
Construction, the City’s 59 Community Boards and 69 Business Improvement Districts, 
and the Municipal Art Society, a not-for-profit organization that has since it was founded in 
1893 been promoting the creation of a more livable city through intelligent urban design, 
planning and preservation212, these advocate groups have been actively voicing their 
opinions in the media, on their own websites, at various lecture events and through the 
public happenings they have organized. The New York Chapter of the American Institute 
of Architects has also activated on the matter. Acknowledged critics who have in the 
tradition of Jane Jacobs and William H. Whyte kept contesting the official city planning 
policies in New York City and elsewhere in the United States include names such as 
Michael Sorkin and Jeff Speck. The City, too, especially during the tenure of its previous 
mayor, Michael Bloomberg, has put great effort on livability and open space. In the same 
way that the research by William H. Whyte and his team affected zoning in what comes to 
POPS back in the 1970’s, the work of Professor Jerold S. Kayden and his fellow 
researches has led to updates and upgrades in the early 21st Century. The most 
remarkable though, in what comes to improvements in the amount, accessibility and 
quality of public space, has been the commissioning by the Bloomberg administration of 
the office of the Danish architect and urban planner Jan Gehl in 2007 to do a survey on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
212 The Municipal Art Society website http://mas.org/ (accessed on April 4, 2014) – Among several other 
successes The Municipal Arts Society also credits itself with the advocacy leading to the inauguration of the 
1916 Zoning Resolution and the establishment of a permanent City Planning Commission in 1938. 
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public space and public life in Manhattan. The research aimed at finding solutions for 
improving the pedestrian experience in New York. The report based on the survey, World 
Class Streets: Remaking New York City’s Public Realm, published as part of the City’s 
long term plan PlaNYC: Greater, Greener New York City213 has led to both temporary and 
permanent upgrades in the public realm from the points of view of pedestrians, as well as 
of cyclists.  
 
The names of Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte and Jan Gehl constantly pop up in the latest 
public space visions drafted by the City, as well as in the visions of those critical of the City 
policies. Both sides list these three people as their sources of inspirations and their 
theories and teachings on good quality urban realm as guidelines for development. Both 
parties also list old European city centers as the models towards the level of livability in 
which American cities should aim. The understanding of the importance of creating 
densely built walkable (or cyclable), mass-transit-favoring, resilient city centers is shared, 
too. So are the principles for improving the quality of life in an urban context. The 
differences mostly appear in what is considered adequate in regards to the actions taken 
or needed. 
 
I will in this chapter present some of the theories and views voiced out on different forums 
and compare them with the current policies and the existing situation, especially along the 
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, as well as with the City’s zoning related actions and plans 
presented in chapter two. While the media commentary concentrates on specific locations, 
the expert views tend to talk about the urban realm as a whole. In the context of New York 
City, the specific locations through which the concept of (privately owned) public space 
has been discussed in the media during the past couple of years have first been Zuccotti 
Park, a POPS that ended up becoming the “base camp” of the Occupy Wall Street 
movement, and then following that, the newly formalized Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue.  
 
5.1. The Ideal of the livable, walkable, pedestrian friendly, resilient and democratic 
city 
 
In addition to talking about the studies conducted by William H. Whyte that have greatly 
influenced the zoning bonus system in use in New York City and urban planning in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
213 renamed OneNYC: The Plan for a Strong and Just City by the current City administration. 
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general, it is worth briefly discussing the research and/or guidelines written by four other 
city planners or organizations active on the North American soil: Architect Jan Gehl, Urban 
Planner Jeff Speck, Professor Kristine F. Miller, and The American Institute of Architects, 
New York Chapter. 
 
William H. Whyte 
 
Even if Whyte participated in the development of the zoning laws in New York City in the 
1970’s and 1980’s, he also saw the shortcomings. He applauded the incentive zoning as a 
tool, but saw faults in the realization. Creating height limits for buildings and then selling 
additional air rights and offering bonuses in exchange for the provision of public space 
brought the City more tax income and cut municipal spending on open space, but the City 
still did not manage to control the developers. Instead, the developers got to largely affect 
the zoning text through their growing demands – not always to the benefit of the public.214 
In Whyte’s opinion one of the biggest mistakes in the zoning process was the provision of 
exceptions from the standards to some projects as the exceptions then started 
accumulating one after the other. 215 
 
What bothered Whyte was the loss of sun and light and the low quality of the privately 
owned public spaces created, made possible by the lack of monitoring and enforcement216. 
This led to him launching his own research project called the Street Life Project, 
concentrating on finding out how the spaces worked and what made some of them work 
better than others. Eventually the observations made, also led to the incorporation of strict 
design guidelines in the amended zoning text. To him the detailed guidelines for the 
provision of benches, chairs, trees, etc, and features such as the minimum free height of a 
space, were an essential tool in forcing the developers to improve the design of new 
POPS 217 . The project specific special permit process created during the economic 
downturn of the mid-1970’s unfortunately again gave the power to the developers as 
zoning at worst became “spot zoning”218.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
214 Whyte, 1988/2009, 229-230. 
215 Whyte, 1988/2009, 251. 
216 Whyte, 1988/2009, 234 and 243. 
217 Whyte, 1988/2009, 235. 
218 Whyte, 1988/2009, 237. 
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Whyte was also against the pedestrian circulation areas that took the pedestrians away 
from the streets and onto bonused secondary systems supposedly reducing the 
congestion on the sidewalks. He found through-block connections to mostly benefit the 
people entering and existing the actual host buildings, but in his book City: Rediscovering 
the Center still has some positive words about the midtown multi-block networks consisting 
of passageways lined with retail. He continues though, that none of the connections should 
be bonused but mandated, and that the networks should have better signage and be more 
consistent. He was also against the arcaded sidewalks unless those were in line with the 
actual sidewalk instead of being built next to it. Arcaded sidewalk (widening)s according to 
him were both dark and took the storefronts too far away from the natural pedestrian 
circulation route. Whyte did support separate shopping arcades though, but in his opinion 
those should not have been bonused. Arcades should only have been built in locations 
where they without subsidies could gain enough profit for the developer. Whyte also 
thought that atriums and gallerias should not have qualified for bonuses as their public 
nature was questionable, and as they, too, were taking life off of the streets and could be 
considered as being “an internalization of public space”. What he favored of the POPS, 
were the plazas and the bonused off-site pocket parks created after the addition of the 
1975 and 1982 amendments. In his book he also lists the amenities within or lining a city 
center POPS that he thought should have been mandated instead of being bonused; 
street level stores, see-through glass walls, news stands, public restrooms, snack counters 
and places to sit. 219 In Whyte’s opinion there is a clear upper limit in the FAR calculation 
for not loosing too much of the direct or indirect sun and light on street level and that is 15, 
with or without bonuses or additional air rights bought.220 
 
Jan Gehl 
 
Jan Gehl, the still active, world famous and well-recognized “lobbyist” for pedestrian 
friendly cities, whose studies on pedestrians and street life William H. Whyte already 
referred to, has since the early 1970’s221 concentrated on the importance of the space 
between the buildings in a city, and the emphasis on the quality of urban life in general. 
His theses can be used to assess both the overall quality of urban public space and the 
quality of the POPS along the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. 	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Gehl appreciates the traditional cities, those that have been built before the 1960’s and 
without the help of traffic planners and modernist town planning theories. Venice being his 
personal favorite, he sees the older cities, cities traditionally, having been built for people 
and for active city life instead of cars and rationalized, streamlined routes. In these older 
cities public space is traditionally used as meeting place, market place and as traffic 
space, as a place to meet each other, to exchange information, as a place where 
important events happen, and as a thoroughfare for both people and goods.222 North 
American cities and city centers on the other hand, (re-)designed in the latter half of the 
20th century based on modernist ideals, are usually designed primarily for cars223. In Gehl’s 
opinion the modernists’ rejection of public space has prevented its development224. For 
him, to create a “lively, safe, sustainable and healthy city” today requires caring for the 
people in that city.225 Gehl, like Jane Jacobs and William H. Whyte, understands city space 
ultimately as a meeting place or as a social forum for the dwellers even if information today 
does not require public gatherings to spread. He sees “pedestrianism” as both an 
important mode of transport and the primary way of experiencing the city – not forgetting 
the cyclists either226. Gehl thus promotes city planning that reduces the amount of space 
reserved for either parked or moving cars and instead invites people to walk or bike, and 
that offers opportunities for social and recreational attractions, happenings and gatherings 
in the shared space. According to him, carefully designed public space that is located a 
short distance away, where people would automatically either come to or pass by and that 
is naturally human in scale at least at eye height, reinforces city life. He also states that the 
increased amount of people walking in the city space increases the experienced feeling of 
safety. The general health will also improve when people get out of their cars more to take 
care of the everyday chores227.  
 
He is also interested in the sustainability aspect in urban planning. The pedestrian and 
cyclist friendly city that Gehl promotes is sustainable as those modes of transportation use 
the least energy and take up less space than car traffic. In addition to walking and biking, 
he promotes public transport in reducing noise, limiting emissions and cutting back the 	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consumption of natural resources. Social sustainability would improve on the side: when 
access either by foot or by foot and with public transport is made easy, all inhabitant 
groups will have equal opportunities for using the public space and the space will become 
democratic228. 
 
Based on the research done and the projects completed by Gehl Architects in such cities 
as Copenhagen and Melbourne, it can be said that giving more space to pedestrians 
increases the amount of pedestrians using that space. The same goes for staying in those 
spaces: adding to and improving the quality of public space gets people to use it more 
actively. Even offering benches to sit on can be enough to activate a space, although 
ideally, attention should also be paid to where in the space the offered seating is located 
and what is the view when seated.229 In addition to a tolerable climate, good walking 
conditions and the possibilities for spontaneity are the prerequisites for creating life 
between buildings, and for leisurely activities on foot. For city dwellers to voluntarily spend 
their leisure time in the public realm, Gehl suggests attention be paid to “protection, 
security, reasonable space, furniture and visual quality”.230 He writes that the useful should 
be combined with the pleasurable231. The PlaNYC program and especially the World Class 
Streets report by his office, described in chapter 5.2, have aimed at just that, providing 
better options for recreation and leisure on New York streets in addition to the existing 
purposeful pedestrian traffic. By activating city life through more space for bikes and 
pedestrians and through the enablement of a citizen’s direct contacts to the society, the 
possibility for social activities gets improved and the shared urban space again becomes a 
meeting place, a democratic arena for both passive and active contacts, and for various 
groups of people.  
 
Gehl’s ideals for designing cities and the public space in them largely relate to dimensions 
and scale. He talks about the social field of vision and the 100-meter-limit (the maximum 
depth/width) in designing plazas – the experience spaces - to offer the pedestrian both a 
good overview and the possibility to notice the details232. Streets – the movement space - 
and the streetscape should be designed for slow movement, for a speed of five kilometers 
per hour to be exact, when the main users are people. In practice this would mean 	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buildings situated close together and with lots of details available in the streetscape both 
close up and in the distance.233 In what comes to building facades, Gehl, based on his 
studies on existing cities, recommends vertically articulated facades that are five to six 
meters in width so that there would be 15 to 20 storefronts and lots of stimuli within a 100-
meter block and thus several options for interaction within a seemingly short distance234. 
The activated streetscape would also help in making cities safer. Gehl uses Jane Jacobs’ 
concept “eyes on the street” in defining how more activity on the street itself and behind 
the windows facing the street creates a perception of safety.235  
 
Even if high density is often considered necessary for active city life, Gehl finds several 
bad examples in New York City. According to him, poorly planned high density can 
obstruct the creation of good public space and Manhattan does have several of those 
dark, uninviting, noisy and windy streets sided by skyscrapers. He also sees living and 
working too high up in a tower being a problem for active city life – people do not venture 
down to street level often enough.236 The same goes with the amount of people on the 
streets. In order to create an atmosphere of liveliness, it is more important to concentrate 
on the amount of time people spend on the streets than the actual number of them. In 
Gehl’s opinion, just as in Whyte’s, no alternatives to the actual sidewalks, such as the 
Rockefeller Center Concourse or the passageways forming the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue 
should be created as they kill the life from the streets, the primary movement space. 
Design-wise public space should, according to him, be protected from car traffic; have 
good lighting; offer protection from the elements, as well as from pollution and noise; have 
no obstacles on walking paths; have even surfaces; offer both seating, surfaces to lean on 
and surfaces to rest on to promote lingering; take advantage of the views and the daylight; 
offer unhindered sightlines; have “rooms” or separate areas for groups to gather in; take 
into account all age groups and social groups, as well as those with limited physical 
capacities or those moving with walking aides, wheel chairs or baby strollers; and offer 
opportunities for play and exercise in all seasons and at all times of the day. He finds good 
design and detailing, the selection of materials, presence of plants and water features, as 
well as great views to all assist in creating positive sensory experiences.237 
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Jeff Speck 
 
Jeff Speck, an American architect and urban planner, and one could say, a disciple of 
Gehl’s, adapts his mentor’s theses to the North American context defined by car-centric 
planning ideals and the urban sprawl. According to Speck, the most significant amenity a 
city can offer its current and former residents is a lively urban public realm to either prevent 
them from moving to the suburbia or to entice them to move back. He also states that 
good quality of life requires good quality open space. 
 
The publication Suburban Nation - The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American 
Dream (2000), written by Speck together with Andreas Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, 
suggests that events, sports or cultural, only manage to entice people to visit a city, not to 
stay. A pedestrian friendly vibrant urban environment though, can get people to leave their 
own private realm of a house and drive several hours from the suburbia to the city to 
spend time there and to experience shopping and dining, or even just strolling.238 The 
important part is to get them to stay in the public realm instead of just traveling in their 
private cars from their homes to some other private destination. The authors note that to 
enhance the pedestrian experience, sidewalks should be lined with continuous building 
frontage - a continuous urban fabric with only a few gaps, created by parking lots or blank 
walls, that undermine the spatial definition of the street. The building frontage in urban 
areas should preferably consist of shop fronts or porches. The authors also find a direct 
causal relationship between the character of the physical environment and the social 
health of families and the community at large. A physical framework for public discourse is 
essential, and the situation can be improved with good design. According to them, federal 
policy and local zoning laws based on the demands of the motor vehicles must be 
reversed and the environment designed around the needs of individuals, conductive to the 
formation of community, and preservation of the landscape.239  
 
Suburban Nation talks about people craving for social contacts. The absence of walkable 
places leads to people not meeting other people from outside their own circles, age group, 
ethnic background, profession or religion. The time spent in the actual public realm cannot 
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be replaced by Internet chat rooms.240 Narrow streets, a small curb radius in intersections 
and other measures that force cars to drive slower improve the pedestrian experience and 
thus also pedestrian life. On street parallel parking with the parked cars acting as barriers 
between the car traffic and the pedestrians, and drivers being forced to walk to their final 
destination also have their role in creating livelier streets.241 The publication also promotes 
mixed-use neighborhoods as being safer than those where all buildings are emptied at the 
end of the workday or where no one is present during the day. Another, even simpler 
solution would be having windows facing the street like Jane Jacobs and Jan Gehl have 
suggested. What Suburban Nation emphasizes the most though, are the scale of the 
street space and the type of the street wall, and the experience, the sense of place that 
they create – perceivable, simple and with visible limits but with interesting content being 
the best option.242 The places need to be worth caring about. 
 
Speck’s more recent publication Walkable City – How Downtown Can Save America, One 
Step at a Time (2012) includes a 10-step program for improving the pedestrian experience 
in the city center public realm. According to him, the city dwellers need to feel that walking 
is useful and gets them somewhere; feel safe walking, feel that they are walking in a 
comfortable, easily understandable landscape, and also feel that that landscape is 
interesting. Speck thinks that improving walkability in American cities would improve the 
economic competitiveness of the United States, as well as improve public welfare and 
environmental sustainability.243 His fixes to reach this kind of a situation include taking the 
space back from cars to pedestrians and rethinking parking, promoting mixed-use 
neighborhoods, enhancing public transit, making walking and crossing the streets safe, 
welcoming bikes and bike lanes, re-creating the urban spaces so that their contours are 
visible and interesting, planting trees on sidewalks, and keeping the buildings’ street 
frontage interesting through variation and unique elements. To ease the task, Speck 
suggests concentrating on the areas where pedestrians already naturally end up at.244  
 
In short, Jeff Speck would like to reverse urban planning in the United States to the 
situation before the 1960’s so that cars would no longer dominate the way that cities are 
shaped. He talks about uses, modes of transport and the elements of the ideal urban 	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environment. He wants the downtown areas to have a better balance through mixed uses. 
In practice this would often mean adding to the reasonably priced housing available 
downtown. He also wants curbside parking to be made less appealing by raising the hourly 
rates to correspond the rates in parking garages245. This way there would be less drivers 
circling the city blocks while looking for available spots. Speck continues by writing that 
mass transit should be made more appealing through design, route improvements, as well 
as pricing so that the combination of walking and public transit would offer a feasible 
option to private cars. The bikeability of a city center would also make driving a car less of 
a necessity. To improve pedestrian safety, he would build two-way streets instead of one-
way streets, keep the speeds lower by lessening the number of lanes available, and keep 
the parked cars in between the moving ones and the pedestrians246. Shorter blocks and 
the resulting addition to the amount of street crossings would also improve the safety by 
reducing the driving speed. Pedestrians would simultaneously be offered more route 
options. These changes though, can seldom be incorporated to existing city center areas. 
In addition to shorter blocks, Speck’s ideal urban environment would offer both the sense 
of enclosure and long vistas – like an edge-of-the-woods effect. He explains this with 
evolutionary psychology and the age-old human need for “prospect and refuge”247. The 
ideal environment would also need trees. When budgets are tight, the trees are often the 
first to be cut from plans even if they would offer shade and UV protection, reduce 
temperatures, absorb excess rainwater and emissions, limit the wind strengths, slow down 
cars, and help in the creation of the enclosures mentioned above with their canopies. He 
also reminds the reader, that the street wall needs to be interesting and stimulating and 
offer something for the pedestrian to look at – delis, boutiques, coffee shops, and 
restaurants with windows that are not closed off with metal shutters for the night and with 
tables outside instead of taped windows, mirrored glass facades, blank walls or parking 
garages248. Lastly, Speck adds that cities should decide which areas to concentrate on – to 
design a walkable area of the size that they can afford to build and maintain and that 
naturally attracts people. 
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Kristine F. Miller 
 
Instead of writing down her own design guidelines, Kristine Miller, professor of landscape 
architecture at the University of Minnesota, addresses the role of public space in public life 
in her research. Her main arguments are that “designers seeking to provide comfortable 
public settings may unwittingly concretize in built form, aesthetic representations, and 
programmatic systems, restrictive definitions of the public and public space” and that 
”design, as much as law, policy and rhetoric, shapes what constitutes public life and who is 
part of the public”249. For this study I have decided to use her publication Designs on the 
Public: The Private Lives of New York’s Public Spaces and her observations on a selection 
of six well-known privately or publicly owned public indoor and outdoor spaces in New 
York City published in the book, and to adapt those to the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue.  
 
Miller finds openness, accessibility, public ownership and democratic nature, regularly 
thought to be the essential features of a public space, often lacking in New York City’s 
public spaces. She also finds there to be specific codes and regulations controlling both 
what happens in those public spaces and who can be the public using them. She is not 
talking only about fences and security checks but also about shaping and re-shaping the 
spaces in order to select the public that feels comfortable within them.250 For her, a public 
space where sleeping or loitering is prohibited, is not public. Neither is a plaza where it is 
impossible to organize a demonstration. Miller calls for designers to concentrate more on 
developing dynamic public spaces that really are public in nature and in maintaining them 
that way even if that means challenging their clients’ views. She also questions the 
guidebooks on designing public space that only concentrate on the physical qualities and 
forget about the spaces’ ties to public spheres and to democratic processes in general.251  
 
Miller’s question in regards to POPS is whether or not any of those “can ever be a dynamic 
site and the subject of public spheres” even if contracts between the City and the 
corporations were clear and the spaces designed accordingly.252 She states based on her 
observations that the design and maintenance of, as well as the decision making regarding 
the (changes within the existing) POPS almost completely lack public participation, that by 	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excluding those who are not considered probable consumers, the spaces are not public 
and accessible to all people, and that the spaces – or their owners – treat the public purely 
as visitors enjoying their hospitality.253 Even if some of the POPS in New York City have 
been built and are being maintained by the book, there are, in her opinion, fundamental 
problems with the zoning bonus system that has created them: A space cannot be public if 
it is privately owned by a corporation as the users will never have political access or a say 
in the decisions made in regard to the spaces.254 The ones benefiting of the spaces are the 
developers and building owners who are able to collect remarkably more rent income than 
they normally would be due to the additional square meters built. The added street level 
space does not compare to the received benefits, especially when the amount of light and 
air has gotten reduced. Miller criticizes the City Planning Commission’s permit and review 
processes that allow the owners to make changes to the once approved designs during 
renovation without consulting the public, and also the lack of specific wording for who has 
the right to set the rules of conduct in the spaces and who has to approve the alterations 
made. She writes: “the bonus program as it is legally written and therefore enforced by the 
Department of City Planning focuses on providing a specific set of physical amenities. The 
assumption is that if these amenities are provided, the resulting spaces are public spaces. 
The policy does not detail who has the ability to control physical access to a space or who 
has access to decision-making processes.”255 She continues by criticizing the solutions 
presented by Kayden and Whyte for the public to assume ownership of the spaces through 
use – according to her, the lack of access to the processes prevents that.256  
 
Miller lists visual openness to both the street and the sky, the clear distinction between the 
POPS and its host building 257  or the private functions within the host building 258 , 
dynamicity259, and equal access260 as successful design, programming and management 
features of the provided spaces. She notes that retail services provided next to public 
spaces should be of the kind that actually serves a public purpose, instead of only being 
aimed for the upper classes261. She also presents an important question: would the bonus 	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program be as enticing to corporations if instead of the provision of POPS they were 
required to fund the provision of homeless shelters somewhere in the city.262 
 
In addition to her three case-study indoor POPS in midtown Manhattan at Sony Plaza, the 
former IBM Building and the Trump Tower, Miller also talks about the changes that have 
happened in and around Times Square, the center of New York City’s Theater District. 
With the latter she concentrates on how a formerly lively theater district turned a 
questionable area with lots of illegal activities has after a long transformation process 
initiated by the City and the State yet again become a tourist destination. She lists the 
combination of laws, regulations, design and redesign as the successful toolkit for the 
latest transformation that she in any case finds to have similarities with the gentrifying 
urban renewal processes in the City’s low-income areas in the 1960’s and 1970’s. After a 
lengthy battle with local property owners the State of New York, invoking eminent domain 
laws, forcefully purchased three city blocks worth of private property in the late 1980’s, to 
transform the entire square and to attract a different public interested in different types of 
leisure time activities.263 The redevelopment that did succeed in bringing the tourists and 
the theatergoers back, she argues, forgot about the people, often sex workers, it moved 
out of sight and away from the area and about their wellbeing.264 
 
American Institute of Architects New York Chapter 
 
The American Institute of Architects New York Chapter (AIANY) has published two 
pamphlets concentrating on actions that should, according to them, be taken in order to 
increase the resiliency of New York City and to improve the quality of the urban structure 
in the aftermath of the 2011 Hurricane Irene and the 2012 Superstorm Sandy. These 
follow the same path with the other suggestions but put more emphasis on zoning. 
Privately owned public space is not discussed as such, but the recommended changes to 
the zoning legislation and the design guidelines for sidewalks and open space include 
measures that would also affect the existing POPS. In addition to the publications, AIANY 
has organized several lectures, symposia and exhibitions on the matter, and has also 
been involved in organizing architectural competitions aiming to find solutions for flood-
proofing the City and its threatened housing stock. 	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The publication Post-Sandy Initiative - Building Better, Building Smarter: Opportunities for 
Design and Development May 2013 concentrates on resiliency from the point of view of 
flood protection in a waterfront metropolis susceptible to rising sea levels. There are 
several pieces of information and ideas that are interesting in regards to (privately owned) 
public space design and the urban realm in general. Unlike during Sandy, during Irene the 
flooding was caused by rain instead of rising water levels265. This is why also those areas 
further away from the shoreline and well above sea level were affected. Making sure that 
all the trees in the open spaces in the City are planted with enough soil to absorb the 
excess water and using permeable paving materials would ease the situation. The 
pamphlet also recommends that the Zoning Resolution should be amended and land use 
patterns modified to allow for accessible entry to both new and existing buildings even in 
situations where the ground floor is covered in flood water and to allow for the buildings’ 
mechanical spaces to be located above flood elevation. Additionally, it recommends 
rezoning to allow for greater density in areas not affected by possible flooding in exchange 
for buffer zones to be created in the flood-prone areas.266 
 
The other booklet, A Platform for the Future of the City 2013 talks about those issues 
facing the built environment in New York City that the Chapter considers the most 
pressing, and the possible solutions to them. In addition to affordable housing and 
economic development, these include suggestions for improving the pedestrian 
experience and for making the city healthier. One important prerequisite listed for any 
actions to be taken is that no further cuts are made to the capital funding for the necessary 
improvements in the aging public realm and infrastructure, another the establishment of 
the position of the Deputy Mayor of Design and Planning to coordinate all the municipal 
agencies active in town planning and to streamline development267. A third one would be 
to reform and simplify the zoning legislation to allow for innovation in design and city 
planning, and to create a comprehensive strategic plan with both short-term and long-term 
proposals and priorities instead of a system based on bonuses and variances268. In line 
with Gehl and Speck’s proposals, AIANY’s solutions for improving the pedestrian 
experience include such actions as upgrading the sidewalk infrastructure by mending the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
265 AIANY, 2013a, 8. 
266 AIANY, 2013a, 21. 
267 AIANY, 2013b, 2. 
268 AIANY, 2013b, 14. 
	   80	  
lighting conditions, signage and storm water management, adding to the amount of public 
restrooms and benches, and making the sidewalk kiosks more attractive.269 The pamphlet 
asks for more open space to be created in those communities in New York City that 
currently lack access to parks and squares in order both to improve the quality of life by 
offering light, air and possibilities for recreation, and to raise property values and thus 
support economic activity. The recommendation is for the spaces to be designed 
accessible and to have enough seating available so that also senior citizens benefit from 
them. 270 The writers of the pamphlet also see that a city designed to be friendlier towards 
pedestrians and cyclists would help tackle obesity and other popular chronic diseases.271 
 
Both the AIANY pamphlets emphasize the importance of sustainability in architecture and 
urban planning. All new development should, in addition to being resilient to extreme 
weather conditions, mitigate the concerns for long-term climate change while maintaining 
high aesthetic quality. Walkability and bikeability should be enhanced. 
 
----- 
 
New York City and especially Midtown Manhattan are of course unlike many American 
cities. The buildings are a lot taller and the city itself remarkably denser, sidewalks and 
bike lanes do exist, and public transit works much better than elsewhere. New York City 
has never experienced the same kind of urban sprawl as several other American cities 
have. Midtown Manhattan does not consist only of commercial properties and office towers 
like many smaller city center areas, but also has plenty of residential buildings. The cost of 
living in the area though, makes the existing apartments unattainable to most people. 
Manufacturing facilities have mostly disappeared from the island.  
 
Due to the proximity of Times Square, other entertainment venues and restaurants, and 
the existence of residential towers, street life in Midtown does not quiet down at the close 
of the business day. It is a 24-hour neighborhood, with user groups varying by the hour. As 
a result, there are also varying user groups present in the privately owned public spaces in 
the area even if the mid-block shortcuts seem to mostly benefit the employees in the office 
towers. As reminded by Miller, to truly be democratic spaces, the design and management 	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of the POPS should accommodate the varying interests and needs of all the groups, and 
assist in visibly linking the spaces to the public domain. 
 
Whyte, Gehl and Speck’s criteria for good urban planning and designing city space for the 
most part correspond to my own findings on the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. The spaces 
located favorably and with the most visual stimuli seem the most inviting. The outdoor 
spaces are easier understood as being part of the public domain and more often also 
maintained that way. When there is seating and services available, people will sit down, 
when the space is blank, they will just use the space to run through it if it makes their trip 
shorter. What the theories do not support though is the agreeableness of the enormous 
POPS at the AXA Equitable Center. That space has definitely not been built to human 
scale and offers no feeling of enclosure, but still there are always people present, not only 
running through but sitting down. The same goes for the other spaces I have had the 
possibility to observe, size and scale do not seem to be the defining factors in evaluating 
popularity. More accurate criteria could be found in the lighting level, cleanliness, safety 
and the presence of representatives of one’s perceived peer group.  
 
Neither Gehl nor Speck speak about indoor POPS as such, but are, just like Whyte, both 
in favor of shorter city blocks and against the skybridges and underground concourses 
perverting the urban structure and taking the life away from the streets. Whyte on the other 
hand supports the networks of different kinds of through-block connections in easing 
pedestrian circulation within the longer east-west city blocks, and thoughtfully located 
through-block shopping arcades in providing additional amenities to the pedestrians, but is 
opposed to either kind of space providing the developers with zoning bonuses. He also 
notes that without proper signage and wider knowledge of their existence, these 
pedestrian networks mostly serve a highly local crowd.272 Whyte and Miller also both 
discuss the covered pedestrian areas, mainly meaning atriums, built as part of the zoning 
bonus system. They both laud some of the successful examples but are concerned about 
the privatization of the public space even in those cases.  
 
What all the publications discussed above seem to agree on, is the need for improved 
sustainability or resiliency in designing the urban realm and providing public space. 
Whether improvements in walkability or public transport, improvements in biking 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
272 Whyte, 1988/2009, 245-247. 
	   82	  
conditions, or the actions needed in order to be better prepared for extreme weather 
conditions and the growing population, they all seem to put people in the first place instead 
of cars or corporations. 
 
5.2. City plans and policies 
 
The City policies towards public space have gone through remarkable changes since the 
inauguration of the concept of privately owned public space in conjunction with the 1961 
Zoning Resolution. These changes reflect the changes in city planning ideals – is the city 
built prioritizing humans or cars, pedestrians or motorists, corporations or individuals, 
mass transit or private vehicles, low density or high density. They also reflect the changes 
in local politics, the evolution of skyscraper design, the growing concern for resilience, and 
the need for improvements in regards to sustainability.  
 
I will describe this change in priorities through the presentation of the PlaNYC plan and the 
World Glass Streets report that was published as an independent part of the overall plan. 
Since the election of the new mayor, Bill de Blasio and his administration at the end of 
2013, the PlaNYC program has been updated and replaced with another program called 
OneNYC with a stronger emphasis on social justice, waste reduction and resiliency. As the 
formalization of the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue took place during the previous City 
administration’s tenure, it is more relevant for this study to discuss the older programs.  
 
PlaNYC – a Greener, Greater New York 
 
PlaNYC – a Greener, Greater New York is a comprehensive long-term plan seeking active 
solutions for greening New York City, launched in 2007 by the Bloomberg administration. It 
is focused on the physical city and on improving the daily life, covering issues relating to 
land use, infrastructure, water quality, transport, energy consumption, air quality and 
climate change. It acts as a guideline for the City to prepare itself for year 2030 and the 
situation where there is more than nine million people living within the five boroughs of 
New York City.273 Population is expected to grow in all the boroughs after slow or no 
increase or even decrease from 1970 until 2000 due to issues related to safety, low quality 
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of life and bad schools, and suburbanization in general.274 The basic values behind the 
plan are ”that economic opportunity can and must come out of growth; that diversity of all 
kinds can and must be preserved; that a healthy environment is not a luxury good, but a 
fundamental right essential to creating a city that is fair, healthy, and sustainable.”275  
 
In what comes to public space, the main aim of the program is to ensure that all New 
Yorkers live within a 10-minute walk of a park. In 2007 the City calculated that two million 
residents did not.276 In short, the action plan to solve this issue was written down as:  
 
“That’s why we will invest in new recreational facilities across every borough, opening 
hundreds of schoolyards as local playgrounds, reclaiming underdeveloped sites that 
were designated as parks but never finished, and expanding usable hours at existing 
fields by installing additional lights and turf fields. 
 
We will improve our streets and sidewalks by adding new greenstreets and public 
plazas in every community as part of our strategy to create a more inviting public 
realm.”277 
 
The report considers parks as being critical to New York City’s quality of life and refers to a 
survey where 82% of New Yorkers have cited open space as “one of their most cherished 
city assets”.278 When one thinks of New York and parks, the enormous Central Park easily 
comes to mind, but when comparing the situation with that of other major American cities, 
New York still has fewer square meters of green space per capita than most of them due 
to population density. As competition for land from housing, offices, municipal uses and 
other priorities intensifies, the situation may become even worse if the land is not reserved 
for parks already now. Building more parks and playgrounds are also seen as solutions to 
fighting child obesity and asthma and to improving public health in general. The goal of 
having every New York resident live within a 10-minute walk from a park or a green area 
suitable for active recreation, relaxation or enjoyment cannot be reached by building new 
parks only as land is not available everywhere where needed. Thus other solutions have 
been developed: upgrading existing open sites and making them available to all user 	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groups (e.g. opening school yards to public use), expanding hours by installing lighting and 
bringing more usage options to existing spaces (e.g. multi-purpose fields), and re-
imagining the public realm by creating new plazas, improving the existing ones and by 
greening the cityscape as a whole.279 There are several initiatives aiming at expanding 
access to parks and open space in communities where they are scarce. New larger 
regional parks will also be created by improving the quality of selected existing larger 
areas of open space. New trees will be planted on sidewalks wherever possible. The 
pedestrian experience on the streets and sidewalks is being enhanced. Empty or 
underutilized spaces and wider sidewalks in commercial areas are being converted to 
public plazas following Jane Jacobs’ ideas and based on community initiative and need.280 
The 2007 report lists as the program’s aim to complete four new or enhances plazas per 
year until there is at least one within the area of each of the City’s 59 community boards.281 
 
After the original PlaNYC plan was published in 2007, the City published two additional 
progress reports in 2011 and 2013. These progress reports list what has already been 
done and what still remains to be done, adding also to the more specific goals. The section 
dedicated to parks and public space in the 2011 report talks for example about urban 
agriculture and community gardens, converting former landfills into parkland, increasing 
opportunities for water-based recreation, the long-term stewardship and maintenance 
plans, and the improved collaboration between New York City, New York State and federal 
partners282, as well as about the need to re-imagine what else than just parks public space 
can mean.  
 
Several of these initiatives are interesting also in regards to the City’s attitude towards 
privately owned public space. The plan and the progress reports state that all kinds of 
public spaces including streets and sidewalks will be re-imagined as places in their own 
right and park experiences will be brought to “nearly every corner of the city” to provide 
shade and color, to clean the air and to increase property values. Instead of only being 
vehicular conduits, streets are also seen as promoters of other kinds of mobility and as 
ecological assets. The privately owned public arcades on Water Street, in the financial 
district of Lower Manhattan are mentioned as publicly accessible areas where vitality will 	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be improved with the allowance of movable tables and chairs.283 Non-profit and volunteer 
organizations, “friend groups” (as in e.g. Friends of the High Line) and community partners 
are seen as valuable collaborators in the space maintenance efforts. Actions will be taken 
to link open spaces owned by different authorities into a cohesive network.284 In addition to 
maintaining the open spaces as such, according to the Housing and Neighborhoods 
section of the report, the City will also work towards maintaining diversity; the distinctive 
character of each neighborhood, while using zoning as a tool to promote greater density 
(with appropriate limits to the height and bulk of the buildings) in neighborhoods within 
easy reach of mass transit and decreased density in neighborhoods further away. Mixed-
use communities with job opportunities, retail and services, all within a safe walking 
distance from one another, are considered desirable and are thus being prioritized in the 
City’s development initiatives also in what comes to public space.285 The reports note that 
rezoning has been used as a tool already since 2002 in order to improve the livability of 
neighborhoods and to instruct private developers towards the right direction. There is also 
a reminder in the text regarding the need to take the changing demographics into account 
on the side of the expected general population growth by more than one million people. 
The rise in median age will mean more elderly and single households with housing needs 
varying greatly from the current, available housing stock.286   
 
In between the first and the second Progress Report, Hurricane Sandy wrecked havoc in 
New York City, raising climate adaptability and resilience to a bigger role also in talks 
about ongoing and planned developments concerning housing and infrastructure. 
Rezoning in East Midtown in Manhattan will for example be required to adhere to the 
highest possible energy efficiency standards for new buildings to receive floor area 
bonuses.287 Sustainability will also be incorporated in the design and maintenance of all 
public space. The impacts of the hurricane “have highlighted the importance of open space 
and natural areas such as coastal wetlands for climate resilience”.288 The modified Times 
Square, providing passive recreational space289 for thousands of visitors every day and 
improving the economy for the businesses in the area, is described as one of the 
successes of the plaza program. The second progress report counts that nine temporary 	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plazas were installed within the five boroughs in 2012 alone, that 10 more were under 
construction, and that nine more permanent ones were in the planning stages at the time 
of publication. Three pop-up cafés taking up parking spots in popular pedestrian areas 
were also opened in summer 2012 and were expected to reopen in summer 2013.290 
 
All three reports emphasize the importance that the outdoor space has had in New York 
City since the mid-19th century. Even if originally mocked by New Yorkers, Central Park, 
established in 1857, became an instant success as common space equally accessible to 
everyone. Then in the late 1920’s the then Parks Commissioner and City power broker 
Robert Moses opened several state parks and outdoor pools for residents to freely enjoy. 
The Bloomberg administration apparently considers their own PlaNYC related and earlier 
efforts as the third round of large scale, comprehensive efforts to improve the accessibility 
of public space in the City.291  
 
World Class Streets: Remaking New York City’s Public Realm 
 
World Class Streets: Remaking New York City’s Public Realm is a report published in 
2008 based on a survey on public space and public life conducted by the Danish 
architectural office Gehl Architects a year before. According to the former Transportation 
Commissioner of the Bloomberg Administration and the key person on the City-side in 
making the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue official, Janette Sadik-Khan, the Department of 
Transportation (DOT) commissioned the survey after realizing that the City had no broad 
strategy for developing or caring for the public realm, or in her words “the space between 
buildings”, as an element of public policy. The streetscape has remained mostly utilitarian 
with the same appearance and feel it already had in the 1970’s.292 The report builds on 
both the PlaNYC plan presented above and the Department of Transportation’s (DOT) 
strategic plan called Sustainable Streets: Strategic Plan for the New York City Department 
of Transportation 2008 and Beyond.293 It concentrates on the following initiatives and 
strategies: Broadway Boulevard, Public Plaza Program, Coordinated Street Furniture, 
Summer Streets – closing streets for pedestrian and cyclist use only during summer 
weekends, Urban Art Program for temporary public art installations around the city, and 	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the city-wide Street Design Manual for new streetscape materials and complete street 
design standards to create a visually appealing uniform look.294 Improvements to the 
pedestrian, bicycling and public space made in Copenhagen, Melbourne, Lyon, London 
and Barcelona have been used as examples of city administrations having (re)discovered 
the advantages of a dense urban structure.295 What was surveyed was how people use 
New York streets through methods such as pedestrian count, stationary activity 
observation and quality assessments. 
 
Even if the World Class Streets report concentrates on the New York City streetscape, 
most of its findings and suggested actions also work for other kinds of exterior and/or 
circulation oriented public space. One of the issues that the report deals with is 
overcrowding on sidewalks and its effects on business, safety, access to public transit, and 
people’s willingness to walk in general, as well as on the possibilities for people with 
special needs to walk at all.296 This is exactly where pedestrian walkways, privately owned 
public spaces one can walk through, like the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue, come in handy. 
They also aid in another issue that the report talks about – the lack of seating along New 
York streets: The scenery is great but there are few options to sit down and rest, to meet 
friends and colleagues, to interact or to just people-watch. The amount of café seats along 
the avenues is far less than in those cities the survey compared New York to, and the 
quality of existing public seating along the streets is considered poor and benches often 
exposed to traffic.297 Due to the lack, the stationary activity that the survey found occurring 
most often on New York streets was people stopping to purchase something from street 
vendors. Like the overcrowding, the lack of seating hinders the elderly and those needing 
walking aids from using the streets.298 The streetscape in general is considered severe. 
The open public spaces are separated from the sidewalks and from the activities inside the 
buildings, as well as from each other, and surrounded by traffic. More trees and vegetation 
are suggested to be planted along the streets to beautify and cool the City and to manage 
storm water.299  
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To create new public space, the DOT has been teaming up with various community 
groups. The groups have been given the initiative in their respective neighborhoods; they 
can send in applications identifying suggested sites for new plazas. If an application is 
successful, the specified area can rapidly be turned to a plaza using temporary materials 
with the community group having the responsibility for its maintenance and programming. 
The response from the inhabitants has been positive and the new public gathering places 
(initiated by the locals) have gained instant popularity even if the spaces have only 
included basic outdoor seating and tables from a limited selection of stylistic choices pre-
selected by the City, some umbrellas, and planters to define the borders of the plaza.300 
 
The initiatives are intended to benefit citizens, business owners and tourists alike. The 
report also states that improvements on pedestrian routes also improve the accessibility of 
mass transit and the quality of travel conditions thus increasing the overall rider count and 
contributing to the City’s efforts in improving sustainability.301  
 
---- 
 
The findings and suggestions of both PlaNYC and World Class Streets are in line with Jan 
Gehl’s other research efforts and publications in the field of urban planning and also a 
direct continuation to the recommendations made already more than 30 years earlier by 
William H. Whyte. It also seems that the City and the urbanists discussed in the previous 
chapter all have somewhat similar ideals, intentions and goals in providing more publicly 
open open areas, turning New York City friendlier to pedestrians, improving the residents’ 
quality of life, as well as in improving the City’s resiliency, but do end up suggesting slightly 
different actions to reach them. The latest amendments to the design guidelines for 
privately owned public plazas made in 2009 after the publication of the initial reports 
mentioned above also well reflect these goals302. All also agree that the situation in New 
York is better than in several other cities in the United States despite the at times far 
greater density in construction. It seems to me that the greatest differences in what comes 
to privately owned or managed public space lie within the attitudes towards the inclusion of 
commercial establishments in those spaces and in the level of standardization of their 
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design. The urbanists, especially Miller, also lament the lack of democracy and 
transparency in the planning and permission processes.  
 
6. Conclusions  
 
In a metropolis such as New York City, the public spaces in the city center, whether 
indoors or outdoors, whether publicly or privately owned, form an import part of the 
cityscape. Office employees can escape their cubicles for a moment for a cigarette, a cup 
of coffee, an informal meeting or a telephone call they do not want the person sitting in the 
next cubicle to hear. Or in the case of my example spaces, the office workers, the 
residents of the nearby buildings and tourists alike can save time by taking the shortcut 
through the block, avoid the crowds on the sidewalks and take shelter from inclement 
weather.  
 
On privately owned public space people in general can spend time free of charge, eat their 
homemade or takeaway meals, read books, work on their laptops, meet friends, play a 
game of chess, kill time, or even take a short nap. Weather and location are of course the 
defining factors in determining where people will go and when, but so is the atmosphere of 
the space. The quality of the physical surroundings, the other people in that space, the 
attitude of the security personnel and the amount of surveillance devices, all play a role. It 
is also worth remembering that there are different rules of conduct depending on whether 
a space is City owned, State owned or privately owned. Camping, sleeping, smoking, and 
such might or might not be allowed, and opening times vary. The rules and regulations 
vary according to the owner, and in the case of privately owned public spaces, also the 
City has a say. In practice this mostly concerns specifying the minimum spatial 
requirements and the opening hours. The rules of conduct may also vary according to the 
user - who is made feel welcome and who not. As part of the agreement with the City, the 
owners of the privately owned public spaces created through the zoning bonus system are 
legally not allowed to exclude anyone from their property though for as long as the people 
follow the rules of conduct set by the City administration. 
 
Among the selection of spaces forming the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and its variants all 
kinds of different situations are present. Some of the spaces are constantly full of life, 
some constantly empty and only used for quick run-throughs. Some are intended to invite 
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people to stay, some only function as pedestrian circulation spaces. The primary defining 
factor is not the aesthetics of the spaces but the clarity of the public nature of the spaces, 
the availability of seating, and the atmosphere, whether or not one feels welcome to come 
there and stay. The hostility of security personnel and/or the lack of amenities are 
problems with especially those privately owned public spaces where the set guidelines are 
not followed and where the building owners consider it a burden to maintain the space. 
Sometimes the signs marking the public nature of a space are also hidden or missing 
completely to discourage people from entering. 
 
The privately owned public spaces are results of a game of give and take being played 
between the City and the developers still today. For some developers and later building 
owners they have just been a way to enable building taller, others have seemingly realized 
that these spaces can benefit their public image both socially and design-wise, benefit the 
wellbeing of the people working or residing in and near their buildings, as well as improve 
the property value and the rent income. The building owners are not the only ones to 
blame for the at times disappointing results. There is a lot of bad policing and ill-thought-
out zoning laws from the City-side involved, too. Privately owned public spaces have been 
encouraged where they are not needed, where there are no people to use them and where 
there already is one or more of those spaces waiting next door. This is clearly visible also 
around the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue. The lists of required or permitted amenities within the 
spaces could also use some more thought. 
 
Here below I will attempt to answer some of the more specific questions presented in the 
introduction of this study. 
 
Is privately owned public space really public? Yes, by definition it is public, but in 
practice the situation might not seem so. If a building has received a floor area bonus 
based on a certain amount of square meters reserved for one or more POPS in 
conjunction with the building permit, the property owner has agreed to give up their private 
property rights to the space. In the case of the Special Midtown District some POPS are 
mandated, but in this case, too, when applying for the building permit, the property owner 
has agreed to the provision of public space on their lot. This applies for as long as the 
building stands regardless of possible changes in ownership or renovations made. 
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In reality of course, the situation sometimes seems different. Outdoor spaces, especially 
plazas, sidewalk widenings or arcades, are easier understood as belonging to the public 
realm even if constantly screened by cameras and guards. As fences and gates are being 
used also at public parks, their existence does not change the situation that much. In the 
case of indoor spaces the property owner has a bigger role in setting the atmosphere and 
the nature of the space, as have the architect and the City. The City sets up the rules and 
regulations that the design and the operation of the space should follow, but it lacks the 
resources to oversee and control that those are really being followed. Even if the 
regulations are followed, no guards or physical barriers are used to turn people away, and 
the required signs stating the public nature of the space are in place, the spatial design 
and the context may make it intimidating to enter an indoor POPS. An indoor space where 
it is possible to see already from outside that there is seating and services, such as a 
coffee shop, available, that is located next to a public building such as a library or a 
concert hall or that does not directly lead to a reception desk, is much more inviting than a 
simple indoor mid-block through-block connection combined with access to a building 
lobby. If the glass doors - the doors are required to be made of see-through materials - are 
closed and there is no one inside except for the guard or doorman at his desk, a plaque 
telling that one is allowed to enter, is not encouraging enough. Jerold S. Kayden’s 
comment at a recent panels discussion sums the situation quite well: “The amenities are 
what makes a public space public”303.  
 
When comparing the indoor spaces on the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue or next to it between 
themselves, the most welcoming ones are the through-block connection at CitySpire and 
the through-block arcade at the Le Parker Meridien Hotel. What makes the CitySpire 
space seem welcoming is that the entryways seem to be wider than in the other buildings, 
the doors are of clear glass through which it is possible to perfectly see the entire space, 
including the exit at the other end and that the space has no lobby function - it is clearly 
not meant for anything else except for passing through. Le Parker Meridien on the other 
hand incorporates several different functions with that of the through-block passage easing 
pedestrian circulation. The building housing a hotel instead of offices makes the general 
atmosphere different. Most of the time there is people lingering in the space with no clear 
direction, and not all of them are wearing business suits. The services – restaurants, a bar, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
303 Kayden at the Who Pays for Public Space? discussion event at the Center for Architecture in New York City 
on July 24, 2014. 
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a hair salon - on all sides of the space also aid in justifying one’s stepping inside. Of all the 
options within the six city blocks, this space most reminds me of a lively Parisian 
passageway lined with stores, restaurants, studios, and even apartments. From the City’s 
point of view though, this specific location is not following the regulations as it almost 
impossible for the user to tell that they are in a public space instead of a semi-public 
space. 
 
Who is it for? POPS are for everyone and can in this respect be compared with public 
parks and buildings such as railway stations or municipal libraries. By definition they are 
open to public and the property owners have no legal right to exclude any people from the 
property for as long as the people follow the rules of conduct and the opening hours 
approved by the City. As stated in the 2009 Zoning Amendment concerning privately 
owned public plazas (see appendix 4), a property owner cannot for example prohibit 
lingering or eating on their plaza. Additionally all indoor and outdoor POPS are required to 
be accessible for wheelchair users, mothers and babysitters with strollers, elderly people 
with walking aids, etc. so that no personal physical feature can prevent a person from 
entering the space.   
 
The regular user groups of a certain POPS of course depend on the location and the 
season. Spatial quality, views and amenities can also affect who uses a certain space: is it 
worth coming to from further away, is it good for spending free time in or gathering at, or is 
it just used by people who will in any case be spending time in the neighborhood such as 
nearby office workers or residents? Outdoor POPS are popular when the weather is nice, 
indoor POPS when it is too cold, hot or rainy outside and when there are chairs and tables 
and free Internet access available inside. Atmosphere is also important. People already 
lingering inside bring in more people, but the behavior of the guards present at a space 
can easily make one feel unwelcome. Just like it is sometimes difficult to tell whether or not 
a POPS, especially an indoor one, actually is public space, it may be difficult for some user 
groups to enter one not knowing if they really are allowed inside. Is a space just an 
extension of the lobby of an office building or is it meant for the public? The street signs on 
the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and the media visibility that the route has gotten, help in 
solving this kind of issues. The “official” pedestrian passageway has now for more than 
three years been clearly marked as a public route and the spaces along it seem more 
popular than the other two alternative indoor through-block connections within the same 
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six city blocks, with the exception of the Le Parker Meridien Hotel. A street sign is 
commonly understood as a sign of public space whereas the tree logo of the New York 
City POPS is only known to a limited group of people. Even if the text “open to public” is 
written right next to the logo, people do not necessarily pay attention to it as the logo could 
just be that of a building management company. 
 
While some building owners seem to try to through spatial design choices limit the visitor 
groups present in their POPS to that building’s residents, tenants and workers, some 
property owners have also used their POPS to boost their image. Among my example 
spaces this seems to especially be the case with buildings owned by the company whose 
headquarters they house. The AXA Equitable Center is a perfect example. A selection of 
works from the corporation’s art collection that are visible in the public spaces both invite 
passers-by to spend more time in the space observing them, and tell invited guests about 
the company values and of course also about its wealth. The guards also seemed to be 
trained differently to treat almost everyone as a possible client or guest.  
 
What is its role in the cityscape? On the basis of my own observations at least those 
POPS that form the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue or are located next to it either within the 
same six city blocks or southward from West 51st Street serve these purposes:  
1. To act as pedestrian shortcuts (New York City and especially Manhattan is a 
“walking city”) 
2. To offer shelter from inclement weather (when covered) 
3. To offer shelter from cold weather (when inside) 
4. To offer shelter from heat (when inside and air-conditioned or when outside and 
shaded) 
5. To offer the possibility to build taller through bonuses (and to create more 
desirable office space or residential space or hotel rooms on upper floors where 
it is more quiet and where there is more daylight available) 
6. To create display spaces for art works 
7. To allow people to pause for a moment without the need to justify taking a seat 
by buying something to eat or drink 
8. To allow for people to come out of their offices or classrooms, take a seat and 
eat their packed meals instead of going to a restaurant 
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9. To offer route options to the busy and crowded sidewalks where getting forward 
can during rush hours be a struggle 
10. To lessen congestion on the actual sidewalks 
11. To offer places for usage of free wireless Internet connection (if provided by the 
occupants of the building, instead of forcing people to go to a coffee shop and 
purchase internet time alongside their cup of coffee) 
12. To offer a calmer spot for a homeless person to step away from the streets and 
to maybe take a nap 
13. To offer space for informal meetings and phone conversations away from the 
desk and to offer the possibility for random social interaction 
14. To offer daylight, air and open space on street level 
15. To improve the walkability in a city 
16. To improve the quality of life for city dwellers 
17. To offer places for gathering 
18. To offer a public space that is open 24/7 (privately owned plazas are required 
to stay open 24/7 whereas most parks close at dusk or at midnight at the latest) 
19. To enable developers to build landmark buildings (to get visibility for their 
construction projects by building taller than others around them) 
20. To bring more rent income to building owners (through the added height and 
the ever desirable penthouse floors) 
 
Are POPS needed? In Midtown Manhattan the POPS add to the overall amount of public 
space available in between the skyscrapers while the best of them also compete for 
crowds with two popular public parks Central Park and Bryant Park, the open area in the 
middle of Times Square, the ticketing hall and concourse level of Grand Central Station, 
the Rockefeller Center Concourse, and the various restaurants and cafés in the area. They 
offer valuable options that might be closer by than the often larger, commonly known parks 
and indoor facilities.  
 
Whether bonused or not, privately owned or managed public space is a lot more common 
in New York City than generally understood. Bryant Park, an open park of the size of 
almost a full city block is for example managed by a private not-for-profit-company. The 
case with Times Square is exactly the same. The City would not have the funds for the 
same level of maintenance if it was to manage and maintain all the public spaces on its 
	   95	  
own. The visitors to Bryant Park would probably not have access to clean public restrooms 
free of charge, to the books and magazines freely available for reading by the park 
benches, the ping pong tables, the free outdoor movie screenings, the complimentary ice 
skating rink or even the moveable café chairs and tables if it was not for the corporate 
sponsors. Privately owned public space, at least in the context of New York is an important 
addition to the streetscape and the City and State owned open areas. It can be questioned 
though, whether any of the spaces should be bonused. 
 
Who benefits from incentive zoning? The floor area bonus system is intended to benefit 
both the developer or the building owner and the City, and as a result also the general 
public. Through the zoning bonus system the City is able to provide its citizens with more 
open space, daylight and air at street level in densely built neighborhoods while at the 
same time offering enough square meters for commercial and residential construction 
projects for them to be profitable. Today, when a similar bonus system is being used for 
the provision of affordable housing, the residents of New York can also benefit from 
slightly better availability of decently prized apartments in sought after neighborhoods 
where real estate prizes have otherwise reached an almost unbearable level. The location 
specific floor area bonus offered for energy efficient construction at least in East Midtown 
in Manhattan also benefits the developer, the city dwellers, as well as the future 
generations. 
 
Considering the amount of public space provided and its often meager quality and 
questionable location versus the overall floor area bonus received, the clear winner in this 
trade between open space and marketable square meters is the developer. The 
construction and maintenance costs of public space are relatively low compared with the 
profits received from the additional square meters of space to be sold or rented on the 
sought-after top floors of a building over the span of several decades, especially in cases 
where the bonus ratio has been 10 to one304. The same is true of basically all construction 
projects of the 1960’s and the early 1970’s involving an “as-of-right” plaza. The provision of 
a plaza gave a developer the possibility to build a tower-in-a-park according to the 
architectural preferences of the era while at the same time getting a bonus from the open 
space around it. The City or the public seldom gained much with these “as-of-right” POPS 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
304 one square meter of public space enabling an additional 10 square meters of buildable area in the case of 
the earliest ”as-of-right” plazas in commercial districts. 
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randomly located with no larger city planning visions or potential users in mind. With 
approximately one third of all privately owned public space in New York City consisting of 
plazas, the past lack of control and vision becomes even more poignant. 
 
Today, the more thorough permit process allows for better control in the provision of POPS 
and the City’s general urban planning agendas can also be taken into account. On the 
other hand, the city dwellers would possibly benefit even more of the public space 
provided, should the POPS be more evenly distributed in the city and should there be less 
strict regulations concerning the limitations for retail and services siding or on a POPS. 
Cafés and stores could make the spaces livelier, more interesting to the users and get 
them to spend more time on them, to make them better resemble the Parisian arcades and 
the European street life emphasized in both Whyte and Gehl’s research and the actual 
design guidelines. The one side effect this would of course bring is that the developers 
would gain even more rent income out of the retail and service establishments located on 
their property. Like Whyte, one can also ask whether the privately owned public spaces 
should be bonused at all. Would it be a better solution to only rely on the street grid and 
public parks, and on the voluntary provision of open spaces by the developers? Would the 
possibility for rent income received from services located on ground floor level be enticing 
enough to get them built? Would the higher FAR reached by limiting the buildings’ footprint 
at ground level create pleasant open space on the empty lot area. Or would it be better to 
just build lower to create a sunnier and more pleasant streetscape?  
 
It is probably realistic to assume that the competition for building the tallest tower has not 
been concluded. The limited availability of buildable land in Manhattan and New York 
City’s ongoing growth put great pressure on the building heights. Maybe the shift in 
incentive zoning towards bonusing low-income housing and energy efficient construction 
brings about a better balance of overall benefits. Like Miller suggests, a trade between 
floor area and the provision of some off-site public facility could also help in improving the 
balance and the distribution, while also assisting the City in its aim to secure green areas 
within a walking distance for all the residents. 
 
Can good quality public space be created through incentive zoning? Yes, good 
quality public space can also be created through a bonus system, and good quality public 
space can be privately owned. This is an essential question as at least in the North 
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American context more and more of the urban public space actually is privately owned, 
with owners varying from real estate companies to corporations and Business 
Improvement Districts. Even the squares and parks, such as Union Square Park and 
Bryant Park are often maintained by private organizations if not owned by them. 
 
The issue affecting the quality is not the system itself, but the lack of an overall vision on 
the city-side, the shortcomings of the regulations, the changing ideals, the possible low 
interest level on the part of the owner of the property, and in the case of the still valid 1961 
New York City Zoning Resolution the fact that once the permit for a certain space has 
been granted and the space has been built according to standards valid at the time, the 
situation remains unchanged. Unless a renovation permit is applied for, a space built in the 
1960’s still has to follow the same design guidelines today as it originally did because the 
later amendments to the zoning text only concern newly built or completely renovated 
POPS. Still for example the through-block galleria at the AXA Equitable Center can be 
considered good quality public space as can the renovated Fisher Park plaza between 
West 55th and 56th Streets. Both serve their purpose well, offer useful amenities, are 
popular with the public, function well in the urban structure, follow the City regulations, are 
well-maintained, and are clearly open to all.  
 
One could claim though that the regulations for the creation of privately owned public 
space in New York City at the moment are too strict and specific, that to create interesting 
urban fabric there should be more variety instead of the guidebook telling the designers 
the exact recommended height and angle of a seat back and the required diameter of the 
trees to be planted. The strict guidelines leave little space for individual character and 
distinguishability, but as William H. Whyte already noted, if there would be no guidelines, it 
would be even more difficult than it is now, to get the developers to provide at least the 
minimum required amenities. 
 
This issue concerns not only the POPS in the City but also the new or newly renovated 
City owned public space built as results of the PlaNYC initiatives. The guidebooks list the 
allowed paving materials, seating types and trees for all new open space to be created, 
and the City provides a narrow selection of seating to choose from. If old European cities 
have been the models that the city planning officials have had in mind, maybe this is not 
the right way to get to the results they are aiming at. In any case, the direction in New York 
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City seems right and the City’s active attitude towards existing public space positive. No 
over-night wonders should be expected. Also the privately owned public space built or 
renovated after year 2000 generally seems to be of better quality, and more popular, than 
the older stock, apparently due to either more specific and better thought-out regulations 
or more ambitious developers and designers. 
 
Based on my observations on the Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue and elsewhere in Manhattan 
there are several different things that affect the ability of a public space to attract users. 
These include: the presence of other users, temperature (with indoor atriums with seating 
being popular in winter, during the hottest summer months and during rain storms, and 
outdoor spaces being popular in warm weather), the behavior of the security staff, 
accessibility, scents and smells, acoustics, aesthetics, presence of water features and the 
calming effect they have, access to free wireless Internet connection, availability of 
benches, chairs and tables, the cleanliness of the space, discretion in the placement of 
surveillance devices, lighting level, the existence of green features, access to clean public 
toilets, and a coffee shop or a take-out joint located within or next to the space – this last 
one being a common sight in privately owned public atriums along Madison Avenue.  
 
Generally the outdoor POPS in New York City seem to be more popular among users than 
the indoor POPS, and of the indoor ones the most popular are those that offer the 
possibility to sit down by a table with a coffee and a laptop, a group of friends, or a chess 
board and an opponent, sheltered from the elements, without constant presence of 
security guards. Instead of passageways, these spaces are large, airy ground floor atriums 
open to public.  
 
My own observations do not differ much from those made by the researchers and 
designers discussed earlier. The greatest deviation from the views of especially Whyte and 
Gehl would probably be the general attitude towards the secondary pedestrian circulation 
spaces. I do share their worries about underground concourses and skybridges taking the 
pedestrians and the life away from the actual streets and the public realm, but am not as 
worried about the POPS threatening the street life. Having visited most of the still existing 
19th century passageways in Paris and the Galleria Vittorio Emmanuele II in Milan, also 
from the 19th century, while writing this thesis, I have come to appreciate the buzz created 
by the small stores, bars and restaurants lining them, the studios and workshops opening 
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to the passageways on ground floor level, and the upper floor apartments and hotel rooms 
with windows towards the shared space. At best the feeling is that of the street life of a 
small town main street having been brought in to a glass ceilinged indoor space. These 
spaces do no seem to threaten the primary street grid in any way but instead add another 
lively element to the system. It can of course be discussed whether New York City should 
be granting zoning bonuses for the creation of this kind of spaces. I will leave the attempt 
to answer the question out of this study. 
 
What could be done to improve the “user experience” in the POPS along the Sixth-
and-a-Half Avenue? As already listed above, the presence of other users, the location, 
visibility, availability of seating, the attitude of the security personnel and the scale and 
proportions of the spaces are of course important, as is the knowledge of the spaces’ 
existence. The crosswalks and street signs installed in 2012 have already improved the 
situation from what it was before, and the soon-to-be-completed renovation and upgrade 
of the POPS of the former Flatotel building will most likely add another pleasant section to 
the route. The opening hours of the indoor spaces are mostly the same, but the City 
should also try to get the building owners to collaborate in other ways to create a stronger 
link between the POPS. Adding to the amount of open-air cafés or food carts or even just 
seating in the area might also help even if those are not listed as required or approved 
amenities within the through-block POPS. The food service and retail options available or 
performers present in the spaces would encourage people to stop, as could the perception 
of respite from the hectic metropolis offered.  
 
The spaces can be divided roughly to two categories with the through-block galleria, the 
plazas and the through-block arcade forming the first one, and the indoor and outdoor 
through-block connections the second one. In the first place all of them are pedestrian 
circulation spaces, but those belonging to the first group can also easily be or become 
pleasant spots to stop at. The basic amenities; sun, shade or cover; some visual and audio 
stimuli; and even some coffee vendors already exist and free wireless Internet access 
could be easily imported. The spaces in the second group should probably be accepted 
purely as spaces to walk through, maybe with some basic seating offered to those needing 
to rest. In any case, the threshold for entering them should be lowered. An easy start could 
be to modify the building regulations in such a manner that at least the front doors could 
be left open. 
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Appendix 1 – Route 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Addresses of the marked buildings along Sixth-
and-a-Half Avenue from left to right, starting 
from West 57th Street: 
 
899 Seventh Avenue 
146 West 57th Street 
118 West 57th Street 
 
156 West 56th Street 
125 West 55th Street 
 
151 West 54th Street 
1345 Sixth Avenue 
 
1325 Sixth Avenue 
 
135 West 52nd Street 
 
1285 Sixth Avenue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___________ 
 
The route through the spaces forming the Sixth-
and-a-Half Avenue and its variants marked in 
red, the route from West 50th Street towards 
Bryant Park in blue. The POPS are marked in 
either black or grey. The green area in the top 
part of the page is Central Park and the green 
area in the bottom part, Bryant Park. The map is 
drawn using the drawings of the individual 
buildings available on The Municipal Art 
Society’s website for Privately Owned Public 
Space in New York City http://apops.mas.org/ 
as its base. 
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Appendix 2 – Photos of the spaces 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos from top to bottom, left to right:  
Sixth-and-a-Half Avenue street sign at West 51st Street. 
Through-block galleria at 1285 Sixth Avenue (AXA Equitable Center). 
Pedestrian crossing across West 52nd Street. 
The closed-off through-block galleria at 135 West 52nd Street (former Flatotel hotel). 
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Photos from top to bottom, left to right:  
A required POPS sign at 1325 Sixth Avenue. 
A required POPS sign at 1325 Sixth Avenue. 
The through-block galleria at 1325 Sixth Avenue seen from across the street. 
Outdoor through-block connection at 151 West 54th Street (London NYC Hotel). 
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Photos from top to bottom, left to right:  
Plaza at 1345 Sixth Avenue (Fisher Plaza). 
Indoor through-block connection at 156 West 56th Street (CitySpire Center). 
POPS Sign at 156 West 56th Street. 
Urban Plaza in front of 146 West 57th Street (Metropolitan Tower). 
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Photos from top to bottom, left to right:  
Entrance to the indoor through-block connection at 146 West 57th Street. 
Through-block connection at 899 Seventh Avenue (Carnegie Hall Tower). 
Indoor view of the through-block arcade at 118 West 57th Street (Le Parker Meridien Hotel). 
Indoor view of the through-block arcade at 118 West 57th Street. 
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Appendix 3 – Spatial calculations 
 
Address /                        
name 
Building 
function 
Size of 
lot 
Building 
height /   
floors 
above 
ground 
Base FAR / 
used FAR POPS type 
Size of 
POPS 
1285 Sixth Avenue /           
AXA Equitable Center office 7,463 sqm 229 m / 54 15 / 20.4 
through-block 
galleria,                                                         
sidewalk widening,                  
urban plaza* 
862 sqm,
743 sqm,       
924 sqm*  
135 West 52nd Street /  
Flatotel New York City 
hotel / 
residential 1,516 sqm 146 m / 46 12 / 17.39 
through-block 
galleria 621 sqm 
1325 Sixth Avenue office 3,326 sqm 153 m / 35 12 / 21.04 
through-block 
galleria 630 sqm 
151 West 54th Street /  
London NYC Hotel hotel 2,069 sqm 180 m / 54 15 / 28.1 
outdoor through-
block connection*** 280 sqm 
1345 Sixth Avenue /      
Alliance Capital Tower / 
Burlington House  office 8,396 sqm 191 m / 50 12 / 21.03 plaza** 2803 sqm 
156 West 56th Street / 
CitySpire Center 
office / 
residential 2,252 sqm 248 m / 75 12 / 28.83 
indoor through-
block 
connection***,                                          
building entrance 
recess area 
357 sqm,
 
63 sqm 
125 West 55th Street /  
Avenue of the Americas 
Plaza office 2,715 sqm 101 m / 22 12 / 18.48 
indoor through-
block 
connection***,                                          
open outdoor 
spaces on both 
sides 
279 sqm,         
no info 
available 
146 West 57th Street / 
Metropolitan Tower 
office / 
residential 1,726 sqm 218 m / 68 12 / 28.62 
urban plaza,                                                                                      
indoor through-
block connection*** 
406 sqm,       
196 sqm 
899 Seventh Avenue / 
Carnegie Hall Tower office 1,166 smq 231 m / 60 15 / 43.23 
indoor through-
block connection*** 331 sqm 
118 West 57th Street /           
Le Parker Meridien Hotel hotel 2,052 sqm 115 m / 37 15 / 24.34 
plaza,                                                                               
through-block 
arcade 
279 sqm,       
634 sqm 
	   	   	   	   	   	   	  * urban plaza on the PaineWebber Building side of the complex 
	   	   	  ** plaza continues around the building 
*** non-bonused POPS 
	   	   	   	   	   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___________________ 
 
The information presented here is based on the data available at the Accidental Skyline online database, the 
online Emporis building database, and the Privately Owned Public Space website (all sites have been 
accessed on March 20, 2016). 
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Appendix 4 –Summary of current plaza standards 
 
The text here below is based on the 2009 amendments to the 1961 Zoning Resolution in 
regards to the design guidelines for privately owned plazas: 
 
• The minimum size of a bonused public plaza is 186 square meters.  
• The plazas should be regular in shape (e.g. squares or rectangles), if there are 
niches or alcoves, those cannot take up more than 25 percent of the overall size. 
• The average width and depth in the major portion of a plaza should be 12 meters, 
but there can be areas that are narrower for as long as they do not take up more 
than 20 percent of the overall area. 
• Public plazas must not be located within 53 meters of other plazas or parks, but if 
the planned plaza would be placed across the street from an existing one and 
would improve pedestrian circulation, the restriction may be waived. 
• Plazas should preferably face south and can never only face north, but can face 
east or west if it is not possible to build a 12-meter-wide south-facing plaza on the 
site. This regulation can be waived if found contradictory with mandatory street wall 
regulations. 
• Plazas have to be fully visible from the street to secure safety and openness. If 
located in a street corner where streets do not meet in a 90-degree-angle, a plaza 
must be fully visible from one street and minimum 50 percent visible from the other 
one. 
• If there are alcoves or niches integrated to the major portion of a plaza, those have 
to be fully visible to the major portion, and directly adjacent to it, no less than 4.5 
meters in width and depth with a ratio of at least 3:1, and always have the longer 
side facing the major portion. 
• Through-block public plazas must have at least one 3-meter-wide open path 
connecting the streets at both ends - the path is not required to be straight and it 
may contain trees planted directly on the ground and light pollards. If the buildings 
next to a through block plaza front it for more than 37 meters, they need to be set 
back from the plaza at least three meters between the heights of 18 and 27 meters 
to create openness and human scale. 
• The first 4.5 meters of a plaza facing a sidewalk must be 50 percent free of 
obstructions. The remaining 50 percent can have seating and plantings as long as 
those do not exceed 0.6 meters in height. The limitation does not concern the 
height of plantings or water features within a meter of a plazaʼs sidewalls. 
• Plazas should be located at the same level as the adjoining sidewalks and never 
be sunken below the street level. Minor changes, not exceeding 0.6 meters above 
ground level, are permitted. A larger variation in elevation is only permitted if a 
plaza is more than 930 square meters in size, but even then the variation is limited 
to 1.2 meters, to areas at least eight meters from the sidewalk and can only cover 
20 percent of the overall size of a plaza. If a plaza is located next to a steeply 
sloping street, additional flexibility is provided and a plaza can be up to 0.3 meters 
below street level. 
• If there are steps at a plaza, they can be ten to 15 centimeters in height and 
minimum 43 centimeters wide, although 13-centimeter steps can be 18 centimeters 
wide. 
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• In the case of a non-through-block plaza, the circulation path needs to be at least 
2.4 meters wide and must extend to at least 80 percent of the overall depth of the 
plaza reaching the seating area, open-air cafés, possible building entrances and in 
the case of a corner plaza, also the next street. 
• The maximum overall area taken up by obstructions in a plaza of less than 929 
square meters in size is 40 percent and in a plaza that exceeds 930 square meters, 
50 percent. If there is an open-air café on the plaza, the maximum amount of 
obstructions is 10 percent higher. All planting that rises more than 15 centimeters 
above ground level is consider an obstruction. Garage entrances, driveways, 
parking spots, loading berths, exhaust vents, mechanical equipment or trash 
storage are never allowed on a public plaza and have to be concealed if next to 
one. Air intake vents are allowed if incorporated in the plaza design. Canopies and 
marquees are allowed when they do not exceed 23 square meters in size, are 
higher than 4.5 meters above ground level, have no vertical supports and do not 
project more than 4.5 meters from a building façade. In the case of a residential 
entrance the canopy can be longer and also have supports standing on the ground. 
• Adequate seating should be provided throughout a plaza with a minimum of one 
linear meter of seating per very two meters of street frontage placed within 4.5 
meters of the sidewalk (minimum 50% oriented towards the street, minimum 50% 
with seat backs). Six types of seating are allowed: moveable seats, fixed individual 
seats, fixed benches, seat walls, planter ledges, and seating steps. Depending on 
the size of a plaza, two to three different types of seating are required and in plazas 
larger than 930 square meters in size one of the types needs to be moveable 
seating. Seats should be between 40 and 51 centimeters in height and 46 
centimeters in depth and most seats should have reclined backs, at least 36 
centimeters in height. Seating encouraging social interactions should be provided. 
Spikes, rails and uncomfortable shapes, etc. that deter seating are prohibited, but 
devices intended to prevent damages caused by skateboarding allowed for as long 
as they do not prevent seating. 
• Every plaza is required to have at least four trees and an additional ten centimeters 
in diameter of trees (meaning fewer larger trees or more trees with smaller trunk 
diameter) for each 93 square meters with at least half of the trees planted flush-to-
grade with enough porous soil around them to allow for water penetration. In 
addition to the trees, 20 percent of the surface of a plaza is required to be covered 
in ground-level planting, be it an accessible lawn or flowerbeds. All plazas should 
have an irrigation system unless only drought-resistant plant species are used. 
• Plazas have to be lit from one hour before sunset until one hour after sunrise 
regardless of whether they close for the night or not, with a lighting level of two 
horizontal foot-candles across walkable and seating areas and sidewalks adjacent 
to the plaza. Direct floodlighting using wall mounted lighting fixtures is forbidden 
due to safety reasons. 
• One 110-liter trash receptacle located next to a seating area is needed for every 
139 square meters of a plaza with additional requirements for plazas that are over 
557 square meters in size or contain food service. 
• Bicycle parking for at least two bikes is required and should be located on the 
sidewalk adjacent to the plaza. If a plaza is larger than 930 square meters, there 
must be bike racks for at least four bikes. 
• The public space signage using the POPS logo provided by the city and adhering 
to the material (metal or stone), font (non-narrow, bold, sans-serif font), font size 
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(minimum 1.9cm) and contrast (high) requirements and including all the required 
information (the text “open to public”, accessibility symbol, opening hours, required 
amenities, names of those responsible for maintenance, contact info for owner, 
directions to call the City for complaints) has to be visibly placed within the plaza 
within 1.5 meters of the street front and at the height of 0.9 meters or more. The 
overall amount of required plaques depends on the length of the plazaʼs street 
frontage. Entry plaques and information plaques can be combined or separate. If a 
plaza is allowed to close for the night, a plaque with the POPS logo and information 
on opening hours is also needed for the gate. The plaza owner is allowed to install 
one additional small sign listing those prohibited items and activities that they can 
prohibit by law (e.g. lingering or eating cannot be prohibited) and one sign that 
identifies the owner or the main user of the building the plaza is linked to with the 
help of a logo. 
• Plazas that are between 465 and 929 square meters in size are required to provide 
two of the following additional amenities: artwork, moveable tables and chairs, 
water features, childrenʼs play areas, game tables, and food service. Plazas that 
cover an area of more than 930 square meters, must provide three of the additional 
amenities listed. 
• Generally all plazas are required to stay open 24 hours a day. Nighttime closing is 
only permitted via authorization from the City Planning Commission. In such case a 
plaza would have to open at 7am at the latest and in summer close at 10pm, and in 
winter at 8pm at the earliest. The barriers (maximum height 1.5 meters) used to 
close a plaza cannot hinder access during opening hours and cannot be stored 
within the plaza. Narrow barrier posts though, can be permanently fixed to the 
plazaʼs street frontage. 
• All plazas have to be accessible for persons with disabilities. 
• All kiosks and open-air cafés within plazas need a permission signed by the 
Chairperson of the City Planning Commission. A plaza greater than 465 square 
meters can have one 9-square-meter kiosk. A café must be accessible from all 
sides, unenclosed and open to the sky except for umbrellas or temporary fabric 
canopies without vertical supports and heating lamps. Cafés can generally only 
occupy less than one-third of a plazaʼs street frontage. 
• In a commercial zoning area at least 50 percent of the frontage of the building the 
plaza is linked to should be occupied by retail or service establishments such as 
restaurants, supermarkets or clothing stores. Offices, wholesale establishments, 
car servicing and showrooms, parking garages, banks, etc. are not allowed. In the 
case of residential or office buildings, the principal building entrance can open to a 
plaza and must then be located on the plaza or within three meters of it to maintain 
the identity connection between the two. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___________ 
 
The full text can be found on the Department of City Planning of New York City website at 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/pops_2009_ta.shtml . 
